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the thing I came for: 
the wreck and not the story of the wreck 
the thing itself and not the myth 


Adrienne Rich, ‘Diving into the Wreck’ 


Preface 


eminism is not a philosophy, or a theory, or even a point of view. 
It is a political movement to transform the world beyond recog- 
nition. It asks: what would it be to end the political, social, sexual, 
economic, psychological and physical subordination of women? It 


answers: we do not know; let us try and see. 


eminism begins with a woman’s recognition that she is a mem- 

ber of a sex class: that is, a member of a class of people assigned 
to an inferior social status on the basis of something called ‘sex’ — a 
thing that is said to be natural, pre-political, an objective material 
ground on which the world of human culture is built. 

We inspect this supposedly natural thing, ‘sex’, only to find that it 
is already laden with meaning. At birth, bodies are sorted as ‘male’ 
or ‘female’, though many bodies must be mutilated to fit one cat- 
egory or the other, and many bodies will later protest against the 
decision that was made. This originary division determines what 


social purpose a body will be assigned. Some of these bodies are 
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for creating new bodies, for washing and clothing and feeding other 
bodies (out of love, never duty), for making other bodies feel good 
and whole and in control, for making other bodies feel free. Sex is, 
then, a cultural thing posing as a natural one. Sex, which feminists 
have taught us to distinguish from gender, is itself already gender in 
disguise.' 

There is another sense of the word ‘sex’: sex as a thing we do 
with our sexed bodies. Some bodies are for other bodies to have 
sex with. Some bodies are for the pleasure, the possession, the con- 
sumption, the worshipping, the servicing, the validating of other 
bodies. ‘Sex’ in this second sense is also said to be a natural thing, 
a thing that exists outside politics. Feminism shows that this too is 
a fiction, and a fiction that serves certain interests. Sex, which we 
think of as the most private of acts, is in reality a public thing. The 
roles we play, the emotions we feel, who gives, who takes, who 
demands, who serves, who wants, who is wanted, who benefits, 
who suffers: the rules for all this were set long before we entered 
the world. 

A famous philosopher once said to me that he objected to femi- 
nist critiques of sex because it was only during sex that he felt truly 
outside politics, that he felt truly free. I asked him what his wife 
would say to that. (I couldn’t ask her myself; she hadn’t been invited 
to the dinner.) This is not to say that sex cannot be free. Feminists 
have long dreamed of sexual freedom. What they refuse to accept 
is its simulacrum: sex that is said to be free, not because it is equal, 
but because it is ubiquitous. In this world, sexual freedom is not a 
given but something to be achieved, and it is always incomplete. 
Simone de Beauvoir, dreaming of a freer sex to come, wrote in The 


Second Sex: 


assuredly, women’s autonomy, even if it spares men a good 
number of problems, will also deny them many conveniences; 
assuredly, there are certain ways of living the sexual adventure that 


will be lost in the world of tomorrow: but this does not mean that 
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love, happiness, poetry, and dreams will be banished from it. Let 
us beware lest our lack of imagination impoverish the future . . . 
new carnal and affective relations of which we cannot conceive 
will be born between the sexes . . . It is absurd to contend that 

. vice, ecstasy, and passion would become impossible if man 
and woman were concretely peers; the contradictions opposing 
flesh to spirit, instant to time, the vertigo of immanence to the 
appeal of transcendence, the absolute of pleasure to the nothing- 
ness of oblivion will never disappear; tension, suffering, joy, and 
the failure and triumph of existence will always be materialized 
in sexuality . . . on the contrary, it is when the slavery of half of 
humanity is abolished and with it the whole hypocritical system 


it implies that the . . . human couple will discover its true form.” 


What would it take for sex really to be free? We do not yet know; 
let us try and see. 


hese essays are about the politics and ethics of sex in this world, 
animated by a hope of a different world. They reach back to an 
older feminist tradition that was unafraid to think of sex as a politi- 
cal phenomenon, as something squarely within the bounds of social 
critique. The women in this tradition — from Simone de Beauvoir 
and Alexandra Kollontai to bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Catharine 
MacKinnon and Adrienne Rich — dare us to think about the ethics 
of sex beyond the narrow parameters of ‘consent’. They compel us 
to ask what forces lie behind a woman’s yes; what it reveals about 
sex that it is something to which consent must be given; how it is 
that we have come to put so much psychic, cultural and legal weight 
on a notion of ‘consent’ that cannot support it. And they ask us to 
join them in dreaming of a freer sex. 
At the same time, these essays seek to remake the political cri- 
tique of sex for the twenty-first century: to take seriously the com- 
plex relationship of sex to race, class, disability, nationality and 


caste; to think about what sex has become in the age of the internet; 
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to ask what it means to invoke the power of the capitalist and car- 
ceral state to address the problems of sex. 

These essays respond largely to situations in the US and the UK; 
I also pay some attention to India. This is partly a reflection of my 
own background. But it is also a deliberate choice. These essays 
are critical of much mainstream anglophone feminist thought 
and practice, which for decades has been the most visible, and 
materially powerful, form of feminism around the world. (Of 
course the feminists working outside of the anglophone main- 
stream have never been invisible, or ‘marginal’, to themselves 
or their communities.) It is good to be able to write that this 
dominance has, of late, been receding, not least because the most 
exhilarating recent expressions of feminist energies have come 
from outside anglophone contexts. To take just a few examples 
at the time of writing: in Poland, where the right-wing coali- 
tion government is implementing further legal restrictions on 
abortion, feminists have led a general uprising across the country, 
with protests in more than 500 cities and towns; in Argentina, 
five years of mass marches by feminists under the slogan ‘Ni una 
Menos’ (‘Not one woman less’) have compelled the Congress to 
legalise abortion, while feminists in Brazil, Chile and Colombia, 
where abortion remains largely illegal, are organising to follow 
suit; in Sudan, women led the revolutionary protests that brought 
down the dictatorial regime of Omar al-Bashir, and it was a 
young Sudanese feminist in her early twenties, Alaa Salah, who 
demanded that the United Nations Security Council ensure that 
women, resistance groups and religious minorities be included 
on equal terms in Sudan’s transitional government. ? 

On some matters — sex workers’ rights, the destructiveness of 
carceral politics, the pathologies of contemporary sexuality — these 
essays are adamant. But on others they are ambivalent, unwilling to 
reduce what is dense and difficult to something easier. Feminism 
must be relentlessly truth-telling, not least about itself. (As the 


labour historian David Roediger writes, a radical movement 
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‘speaking frankly to itself’ is a ‘far more important activity than 
“speaking truth to power”’.*) Feminism cannot indulge the fan- 
tasy that interests always converge; that our plans will have no 
unexpected, undesirable consequences; that politics is a place of 
comfort. 

The feminist scholar and activist Bernice Johnson Reagon, speak- 
ing in the last century about this one, warned that a truly radical 
politics — that is, a coalitional politics — cannot be a home to its 


members: 


Coalition work is not work done in your home. Coalition work 
has to be done in the streets . . . And you shouldn’t look for 
comfort. Some people will come to a coalition and they rate the 
success of the coalition on whether or not they feel good when 
they get there. They’re not looking for a coalition; they’re look- 
ing for a home! They’re looking for a bottle with some milk in it 
and a nipple, which does not happen in a coalition.° 


For Reagon, it is the belief that politics should be a perfect home — a 
place of complete belonging, ‘a womb’, as she puts it — which leads 
to the exclusionary contradictions of much feminism. Feminism 
envisaged as a ‘home’ insists on commonality before the fact, push- 
ing aside all those who would trouble its domestic idyll. A truly 
inclusionary politics is an uncomfortable, unsafe politics. 

In these essays I attempt to dwell, where necessary, in discomfort 
and ambivalence. These essays do not offer a home. But I hope they 
do offer, for some, a place of recognition. I have written them to be 
read together, or by themselves. They are not intended to convince 
or persuade anyone of anything, though I would not be unhappy if 
they did. Instead, they represent my attempt to put into words what 
many women, and some men, already know. This has always been 
the way of feminism: women working collectively to articulate 
the unsaid, the formerly unsayable. At its best, feminist theory is 


grounded in what women think when they are by themselves, what 
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they say to each other on the picket line and on the assembly line 
and on the street corner and in the bedroom, what they have tried 
to say to their husbands and fathers and sons and bosses and elected 
officials a thousand times over. At its best, feminist theory dis- 
closes the possibilities for women’s lives that are latent in women’s 
struggles, drawing those possibilities closer. But, too often, feminist 
theory prescinds from the particulars of women’s lives, only to tell 
them, from on high, what their lives really mean. Most women have 


little use for such pretensions. They have too much work to do. 


Oxford, 2020 


xvi 


The Conspiracy Against Men 


Jg two men who were, I am fairly confident, falsely accused 
of rape. One of them was a wealthy young man accused by a 
desperate young woman who had stolen some credit cards and was 
on the run. The rape accusation was just one part of a larger fraud. 
The man wasn’t where she said he had been when the alleged rape 
took place, there was no evidence of rape beyond her testimony, 
and much else of what she said turned out to be false. He was never 
arrested or charged, and from the start the police assured him that 
all would be well. 

The other man is a creep: narcissistic, charming, manipulative and 
a liar. He is known to use all sorts of coercive methods to get sex, but 
not the sort that fall under the legal definition of rape. The women 
he has sex with (young, precocious, confident) are consenting; 
indeed, he’s the kind of man who makes women feel, at the time, 
that they are the ones seducing him — that they are the ones 
with all the agency and power, when in fact they have relatively 
little of it. (‘She seduced me’ is of course a defence commonly made 


THE RIGHT TO SEX 


by rapists — and by paedophiles.) When one of these women, years 
later — having learned of the man’s pattern, and seeing him for what 
he was — accused him of assault, it seemed to those who knew him 
that she might well have been seeking a legal remedy for what he put 
her through: for having been used, manipulated and lied to. Maybe, 
on top of all that, he really did assault her. But the evidence suggested 
otherwise. He was never charged with rape, though he was, because 
of his reckless, unprofessional behaviour, made to resign from his 
job. From what I hear, the man (now gainfully re-employed) goes on 
much as he did before, though more carefully and quietly, and with 
more plausible deniability. These days he self-styles as a feminist. 


know many more than two women who have been raped. This 

is unsurprising. Many more women are raped than falsely accuse 
men of rape. With just one exception, none of the women I know 
pressed criminal charges or made a report to the police. One friend, 
when we were both in college, called me to tell me that a guy she 
knew, a friend of a friend, had, during an early evening group outing 
when they were fooling around on a pool table in an empty dorm 
social room, forced himself inside her. She had said no, resisted, 
finally pushed him off. The evening resumed. Neither she nor I con- 
sidered going to the police. The purpose of the call was simply to 
acknowledge that this thing — we didn’t call it rape — had happened. 


ome men are falsely accused of rape; there is nothing to be gained 

by denying it. But false accusations are rare. The most detailed 
ever study of sexual assault reports, released by the UK Home 
Office in 2005, estimated that just 3 per cent of 2,643 rape reports 
made over the course of fifteen years were ‘probably’ or ‘possibly’ 
false.'Yet the British police had classified, in the same period, more 
than twice as many — 8 per cent — of these reports as false, based 
on its officers’ personal judgement.’ In 1996, the FBI also reported 
an 8 per cent rate of ‘unfounded’ or ‘false’ forcible rape complaints, 
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aggregated from police departments across the US.’ In both Britain 
and the US, the 8 per cent figure was largely the result of police 
officers’ susceptibility to rape myths; in both countries, police 
officers were inclined to consider a report false if there hadn’t been 
a physical struggle, if no weapon had been involved, or if the accuser 
had had a prior relationship with the accused.* In 2014, according 
to figures published in India, 53 per cent of rape reports in Delhi 
from the previous year had been false, a statistic giddily seized on by 
Indian men’s rights activists. But the definition of ‘false’ reports had 
been extended to cover all those cases that hadn’t reached court, 
never mind those that didn’t meet the legal standard for rape in 
India’ — including marital rape, which 6 per cent of married Indian 
women report having experienced.° 

In the UK Home Office study, the police judged 216 of 2,643 
complaints false. In those 216 cases, the complainants had named 
a total of thirty-nine suspects; six of these suspects were arrested, 
and charges were brought against two of them; in both cases, the 
charges were eventually dropped. So, in the final analysis, bearing in 
mind that the Home Office counted only a third as many false accu- 
sations as the police, just 0.23 per cent of rape reports led to a false 
arrest, and only 0.07 per cent of rape reports led to a man being 
falsely charged with rape; none resulted in wrongful conviction.’ 

I am not saying that false rape accusations are something to shrug 
at. They are not. An innocent man disbelieved, mistrusted, his real- 
ity twisted, his reputation stripped, his life potentially ruined by the 
manipulation of state power: this is a moral scandal. And, notice, it 
is a moral scandal that has much in common with the experience 
of rape victims, who in many cases face a conspiracy of disbelief, 
especially from police. Nonetheless, a false rape accusation, like a 
plane crash, is an objectively unusual event that occupies an outsized 
place in the public imagination. Why then does it carry its cultural 
charge? The answer cannot simply be that its victims are men: the 
number of men raped — largely by other men — easily overwhelms 


the number of men falsely accused of rape." Could it be not only 
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that the victims of false rape accusations are usually men, but also 
that its assumed perpetrators are women? 

Except that, very often, it is men who falsely accuse other men 
of raping women. This is a thing almost universally misunderstood 
about false rape accusations. When we think of a false rape accusation 
we picture a scorned or greedy woman, lying to the authorities. But 
many, perhaps most, wrongful convictions of rape result from false 
accusations levied against men by other men: by cops and prosecu- 
tors, overwhelmingly male, intent on pinning an actual rape on the 
wrong suspect. In the US, which has the world’s highest incarcera- 
tion rate, 147 men were exonerated for sexual assault on the basis of 
false accusations or perjury between 1989 and 2020.” (In that same 
period, 755 people — five times as many — were found to have been 
falsely accused, and wrongly convicted, of murder.) Fewer than 
half of these men were deliberately framed by their alleged victims. 
Meanwhile, over half of their cases involved ‘official misconduct’: a 
category that applies when the police coach false victim or witness 
identifications, charge a suspect despite the victim’s failure to iden- 


tify him as the attacker, suppress evidence or induce false confessions. 


here is no general conspiracy against men. But there is a con- 

spiracy against certain classes of men. Of the 147 men who 
were exonerated of sexual assault on the basis of a false accusation 
or perjury in the US between 1989 and 2020, 85 were non-white 
and 62 white. Of those 85 non-white men, 76 were black, which 
means that black men make up 52 per cent of those convicted of 
rape on the basis of false accusations or perjury. Yet black men 
make up only about 14 per cent of the US male population, and 
27 per cent of men convicted of rape." A black man serving time for 
sexual assault is 3.5 times more likely to be innocent than a white 
man convicted of sexual assault.” He is also very likely to be poor — 
not just because black people in the US are disproportionately poor, 
but because most incarcerated Americans, of all races, are poor.” 
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The National Registry of Exonerations, which lists the men and 
women wrongly imprisoned in the US since 1989, does not detail 
the long history of false rape accusations against black men which 
bypassed the legal system altogether. In particular, it does not record 
the deployment of the false rape accusation in the Jim Crow period 
as, in Ida B. Wells’s words, “an excuse to get rid of Negroes who 
were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terror- 
ized’. It does not take into account the 150 black men who were 
lynched between 1892 and 1894 for alleged rape or attempted rape 
of white women — a charge that included known consensual affairs 
between black men and white women — as chronicled in Wells’s 
remarkable A Red Record.” It does not mention the case of William 
Brooks of Galesline, Arkansas, who was lynched on 23 May 1894 
for asking a white woman to marry him, or tell us anything about 
the ‘unknown Negro’ whom Wells reports having been lynched in 
West Texas earlier that month for the crime of ‘writing letter to 
white woman’. In 2007, Carolyn Bryant admitted that she had lied, 
fifty-two years earlier, when she said that a fourteen-year-old black 
boy named Emmett Till had grabbed and sexually propositioned 
her — a lie that spurred Bryant’s husband, Roy, and his brother to 
abduct, bludgeon, shoot and kill Till."° Roy Bryant and his brother 
were acquitted of murder, despite the overwhelming evidence 
against them; four months later, they were paid $3,000 for the story 
of how they did it by Look magazine. There is no registry that details 
the uses of false rape accusations as a tactic of colonial rule: in India, 
in Australia, in South Africa, in Palestine.” 

It might seem surprising, then, that false rape accusations are, 
today, a predominantly wealthy white male preoccupation. But 
it isn’t surprising — not really. The anxiety about false rape accu- 
sations is purportedly about injustice (innocent people being 
harmed), but actually it is about gender, about innocent men being 
harmed by malignant women. It is an anxiety, too, about race and 
class: about the possibility that the law might treat wealthy white 


men as it routinely treats poor black and brown men. For poor 
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men, and women, of colour, the white woman’s false rape accusa- 
tion is just one element in a matrix of vulnerability to state power.” 
But false rape accusations are a unique instance of middle-class and 
wealthy white men’s vulnerability to the injustices routinely perpe- 
trated by the carceral state against poor people of colour. Well-off 
white men instinctively and correctly trust that the legal justice 
system will take care of them: will not plant drugs on them, will 
not gun them down and later claim to have seen a weapon, will 
not harass them for walking in a neighbourhood where they ‘don’t 
belong’, will give them a pass for carrying that gram of cocaine or 
bag of weed. But in the case of rape, well-off white men worry that 
the growing demand that women be believed will cut against their 
right to be shielded from the prejudices of the law.” 

That representation is, of course, false: even in the case of rape, 
the state is on the side of wealthy white men. But what matters — 
in the sense of what is ideologically efficacious — is not the reality, but 
the misrepresentation. In the false rape accusation, wealthy white 


men misperceive their vulnerability to women and to the state. 


n 2016, the Santa Clara County Superior Court Judge Aaron 

Persky sentenced a twenty-year-old Stanford swimmer, Brock 
Turner, to six months in county jail (of which he served three) 
on three felony counts of sexual assault against Chanel Miller. In a 
letter to the judge, Brock Turner’s father, Dan A. Turner, wrote: 


Brock’s life has been deeply altered forever by the events of Jan 
17th and 18th. He will never be his happy go lucky self with that 
easygoing personality and welcoming smile . . .You can see this in 
his face, the way he walks, his weakened voice, his lack of appe- 
tite. Brock always enjoyed certain types of food and is a very good 
cook himself. I was always excited to buy him a big ribeye steak 
to grill or to get his favorite snack for him. I had to make sure to 


hide some of my favorite pretzels or chips because I knew they 
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wouldn’t be around long after Brock walked in from a long swim 
practice. Now he barely consumes any food and eats only to exist. 
These verdicts have broken and shattered him and our family in so 
many ways. His life will never be the one that he dreamed about 
and worked so hard to achieve. That is a steep price to pay for 20 


minutes of action out of his 20 plus years of life.” 


The myopic focus on his son’s well-being — wasn’t Miller’s life also 
‘deeply altered forever’? — is striking. Even more so is the (pre- 
sumably inadvertent) sexual pun: ‘20 minutes of action’ — healthy, 
adolescent fun. Should Brock, Dan Turner seems to want to ask, be 
punished for that? Then there is the food. Brock no longer loves his 
steak? You no longer have to hide the pretzels or chips from Brock? 
This is the way one talks about a golden retriever, not an adult 
human. But in a sense Dan Turner is talking about an animal, a per- 
fectly bred specimen of wealthy white American boyhood: ‘happy 
go lucky’, ‘easygoing’, sporty, friendly and endowed with a healthy 
appetite and glistening coat. And, like an animal, Brock is imagined 
to exist outside the moral order. These red-blooded, white-skinned, 
all-American boys — and the all-American girls who date them and 


marry them (but are never, ever sexually assaulted by them) — are 


good kids, the best kids, our kids. 


hat Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh was one such 

all-American kid was his ultimate defence against Christine 
Blasey Ford’s allegations that he had sexually assaulted her when 
they were both in high school. Ford, Kavanaugh said, ‘did not travel 
in the same social circles’ as he and his friends.” In the summer of 
1982, Brett — only child of Martha and Everett Edward Kavanaugh 
Jr. — was spending time with his friends from Georgetown Prep, 
among the US’s most expensive private schools (and alma mater of 
Neil Gorsuch and two of Robert Kennedy’s sons), together with 
students of the neighbouring Catholic girls’ schools: Stone Ridge, 
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Holy Child, Visitation, Immaculata, Holy Cross. The group — Tobin, 
Mark, P.J., Squi, Bernie, Matt, Becky, Denise, Lori, Jenny, Pat, Amy, 
Julie, Kristin, Karen, Suzanne, Maura, Megan, Nicki — spent that 
summer going to the beach, training for football, lifting weights, 
drinking beers, attending church on Sundays, and generally having 
the best time of their lives. Sixty-five women who knew Kavanaugh 
in high school signed a letter defending him after Ford’s allegation 
was made public. ‘Friends for a lifetime,’ Kavanaugh said of these 
women, ‘built on a foundation of talking through school and life 
starting at age 14.’ 

Ford was, in an objective sense, part of Kavanaugh’s social and 
economic order. She was white and rich, and — assuming she remem- 
bers correctly, and do you believe she doesn’t? — she hung out with 
Brett and his friends at least once. But Ford’s allegations make her 
an exile from the social world of healthy white girls and boys, who 
occasionally do things (in Kavanaugh’s words) that are ‘goofy’ and 
‘embarrassing’ — but never criminal. In their senior yearbook, 
Kavanaugh and his friends used the phrase ‘Renate Alumnius [sic]’ 
to describe themselves — an allusion to Renate Schroeder, one of 
the sixty-five “friends for a lifetime’ who signed the letter attest- 
ing to Kavanaugh’s having ‘always treated women with decency and 
respect’. Questioned about the phrase, Kavanaugh said that it “was 
clumsily intended to show affection, and that she was one of us’, 
and that it was ‘not related to sex’. Schroeder, who learned of the 
yearbook smear after signing the letter, said in a statement to the 
Times that it was ‘horrible, hurtful and simply untrue’ . ‘I can’t begin 
to comprehend what goes through the minds of 17-year-old boys 
who write such things,’ she said. ‘I pray their daughters are never 
treated this way. °” After Kavanaugh’s confirmation, Christine Blasey 
Ford’s father, Ralph, gave a warm handshake to Ed Kavanaugh, Brett 
Kavanaugh’s father, at the Burning Tree Club in Bethesda, where 
they both play golf. Tm glad Brett was confirmed,’ Ralph Blasey 
apparently said, one Republican dad to another.” 
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W hat if Brett Kavanaugh hadn’t been white? It’s a hard coun- 
terfactual to evaluate, because the world would have to be 
very different for a black or brown boy to grow up not only with the 
sort of financial and social privilege Brett had — the wealthy family, 
elite school, the legacy at Yale — but moreover to have a phalanx of 
similarly privileged peers who would have his back come hell or high 
water. The solidarity on show from the people who knew Kavanaugh 
when young — what Kavanaugh calls ‘friendship’ — was the solidarity 
of rich white people. We can’t imagine a black or brown Kavanaugh 


without inverting America’s racial and economic rules. 


F or many women of colour, the mainstream feminist injunction 
‘Believe women’ and its online correlate #IBelieveHer raise 
more questions than they settle. Whom are we to believe, the white 
woman who says she was raped, or the black or brown woman who 
insists that her son is being set up? Carolyn Bryant or Mamie Till? 
Defenders of ‘men’s rights’ like to say that ‘Believe women’ vio- 
lates the presumption of innocence. But this is a category error. 
The presumption of innocence is a legal principle: it answers to our 
sense that it is worse, all else being equal, for the law to wrongly 
punish than to wrongly exonerate. It is for this reason that in most 
legal systems the burden of proof rests with the accuser, not the 
accused. ‘Believe women’ is not an injunction to abandon this legal 
principle, at least in most cases, but a political response to what 
we suspect will be its uneven application. Under the law, people 
accused of crimes are presumed innocent, but some — we know — 
are presumed more innocent than others. Against this prejudicial 
enforcement of the presumption of innocence, ‘Believe women’ 
operates as a corrective norm, a gesture of support for those 
people — women — whom the law tends to treat as if they were lying. 
The dismissal of ‘Believe women’ as an abandonment of the pre- 


sumption of innocence is a category error in a second sense. The 
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presumption of innocence does not tell us what to believe. It tells 
us how guilt is to be established by the law: that is, by a process 
that deliberately stacks the deck in favour of the accused. Harvey 
Weinstein had a right to the presumption of innocence when he stood 
trial. But for those of us not serving on his jury, there was no duty to 
presume him innocent or to ‘suspend judgement’ before the verdict 
was in. On the contrary: the evidence, including the compelling, 
consistent and detailed accounts of more than a hundred women, 
made it extremely likely that Weinstein was guilty of assault and 
harassment. What’s more, we know that men who have the kind of 
power that Weinstein had are all too liable to abuse it. The law must 
address each individual on a case-by-case basis — it must start from 
the assumption that Weinstein is no more likely to be an abuser than 
a ninety-year-old grandmother — but the norms of the law do not set 
the norms of rational belief. Rational belief is proportionate to the 
evidence: the strong statistical evidence that men like Weinstein tend 
to abuse their power, and the compelling testimonial evidence of the 
women who accused him of doing so. To be sure, new evidence can 
surface in a trial, and what previously seemed like good evidence can 
be discredited. (Equally, wealth and power can make good evidence 
disappear.) But the outcome of a trial does not determine what we 
should believe. Had Weinstein been acquitted on all charges, should 
we have concluded that his accusers were lying? 

Some commentators, including some feminists,” insist that in 
cases like Weinstein’s we can ‘never really know’ whether someone 
is guilty of a sex crime, even when all the evidence suggests he is. 
One can, as a philosophical matter, take such a view. But one would 
have to be consistent in its application. If you can ‘never really know’ 
whether Weinstein is a criminal or the victim of an elaborate set-up, 
then you likewise cannot know the same about, say, Bernie Madoff. 
The question, from a feminist perspective, is why sex crimes elicit 
such selective scepticism. And the answer that feminists should 
give is that the vast majority of sex crimes are perpetrated by men 


against women. Sometimes, the injunction to ‘Believe women’ is 
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simply the injunction to form our beliefs in the ordinary way: in 
accordance with the facts. 

That said, ‘Believe women’ is a blunt tool. It carries with it the 
implicit injunction “Don’t believe him’. But this zero-sum logic — 
she’s telling the truth, he’s lying — presumes that nothing but sex 
difference is at work in the assessment of rape allegations. Especially 
when factors other than gender — race, class, religion, immigration 
status, sexuality — come into play, it is far from clear to whom we 
owe a gesture of epistemic solidarity. At Colgate University, an elite 
liberal arts college in upstate New York, only 4.2 per cent of the 
student body was black during the 2013—14 academic year; and yet 
50 per cent of accusations of sexual violation that year were against 
black students.” Does ‘Believe women’ serve justice at Colgate? 


lack feminists have long tried to complicate white feminist 

accounts of rape. Shulamith Firestone’s hugely ambitious The 
Dialectic of Sex (1970) falters critically in its treatment of race and 
rape.” For Firestone, the rape of white women by black men is 
the result of a natural Oedipal urge to destroy the white father 
and take and subjugate what is his. ‘Whether innocently or con- 
sciously’ , Angela Davis wrote in her 1981 classic Women, Race & Class, 
Firestone’s pronouncements ‘have facilitated the resurrection of the 


timeworn myth of the Black rapist’. What’s more, Davis went on, 


The fictional image of the Black man as rapist has always strength- 
ened its inseparable companion: the image of the Black woman 
as chronically promiscuous. For once the notion is accepted that 
Black men harbor irresistible and animal-like sexual urges, the 


entire race is invested with bestiality.” 


On the evening of 16 December 2012 in Delhi, a twenty-three-year- 
old woman named Jyoti Singh, who came to be known to the Indian 


public as Nirbhaya (‘fearless one’), was raped and tortured on a bus 
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by six men, including the driver. Thirteen days later she died, hav- 
ing suffered brain damage, pneumonia, cardiac arrest and complica- 
tions related to the attack, in which the assailants penetrated her 
vagina with a rusty iron rod. Soon after the attack, a friend’s father 
brought it up with me at a dinner. ‘But Indians are such civilised 
people, he said. I wanted to tell him that there is no civilisation 
under patriarchy. 

Non-Indian commentators, looking on, tended to see Singh’s 
murder as a symptom of a failed culture: of India’s sexual repres- 
sion, its illiteracy, its conservatism. It is undeniable that the specifi- 
cities of history and culture inflect how a society regulates sexual 
violence. The realities of caste, religion and poverty, and too the 
long legacy of British colonialism, shape India’s regime of sexual 
violence, just as the realities of racial and class inequality, together 
with the legacies of chattel slavery and empire, shape the corres- 
ponding regimes in the US or UK. But the brutality of the attack 
on Jyoti Singh was cited by non-Indians as a way of disavowing any 
commonality between the sexual cultures of India and their own 
countries. Soon after the murder, the British journalist Libby Purves 
explained that ‘murderous, hyena-like male contempt [for women] 
isa norm’ in India.** A first question: why is it that when white men 
rape they are violating a norm, but when brown men rape they are 
conforming to one? A second question: if Indian men are hyenas, 


what does that make Indian women? 


rown and black women in places of white domination have 
B often been considered, owing to their supposed hypersexual- 
ity, unrapeable.” Their rape complaints are therefore discredited 
a priori. In 1850 in the British-ruled Cape Colony, in present-day 
South Africa, an eighteen-year-old labourer, Damon Booysen, was 
sentenced to death after confessing to raping his boss’s wife, Anna 
Simpson. Days after sentencing, William Menzies, the judge in the 


case, wrote to the governor of Cape Colony to say he had made a 
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terrible mistake. He had assumed Anna Simpson was white, but a 
group of ‘respectable’ inhabitants of her town had since informed 
him that ‘the woman and her husband are Bastard coloured 
persons’. Menzies urged the governor to commute Booysen’s 
death sentence, and the governor obliged.” In 1859, a judge in 
Mississippi overturned the conviction of an enslaved adult man 
who had raped an enslaved girl; the defence had argued that the 
‘crime of rape does not exist in this State between African slaves 
. . . [because] their intercourse is promiscuous’. The girl was less 
than ten at the time.” In 1918 the Florida Supreme Court said that 
white women should be presumed chaste — and their rape accusa- 
tions therefore presumed true — but that this rule should not be 
applied to ‘another race that is largely immoral [and] constitutes 
an appreciable part of the population’.** A study conducted by 
the Center on Poverty and Inequality at Georgetown Law found 
that Americans of all races tend to see black girls as more sexually 
knowing and in less need of nurture, protection and support than 
white girls of the same age.” In 2008, R. Kelly, the self-styled 
‘Pied Piper of R&B’, was tried on child pornography charges 
for making a sex tape of himself with a fourteen-year-old girl. 
In dream hampton’s documentary, Surviving R. Kelly (2019), one 
of the trial jurors, a white man, explained the jury’s decision to 
acquit: ‘I just didn’t believe them, the women . . . The way they 
dress, the way they act — I didn’t like them. I voted against. I dis- 
regarded all of what they had to say.’** 

The reality is that black girls and women, in the contemporary 
US and as compared with white women, are particularly susceptible 
to certain forms of interpersonal violence.” The political theorist 
ShatemaThreadcraft writes about the tight focus, in black American 
politics, on the spectacle of the black male corpse — the lynched 
black body, the black body gunned down by police — and the way 
it obscures forms of state violence that are commonly perpetrated 
against black women. While black women were also lynched in the 


South during Reconstruction, and black women are murdered by 


THE RIGHT TO SEX 


the police today, these ‘spectacular’ forms of violence are not the 
forms most commonly visited on them by the state. Black women 
suffer disproportionately from police harassment and sexual assault, 
forced separation from their children, and routine disbelief and 
abuse when reporting domestic violence.” The susceptibility of 
black women to intimate-partner violence is itself an effect of state 
power: higher unemployment rates among black men account for 
the higher rates at which black women are killed by their partners. a 
‘What, Threadcraft asks, ‘will motivate people to rally around the 
bodies of our black female dead?’3® 

There is a disturbing genius at work in the white mythology about 
black sexuality. By portraying black men as rapists and black women 
as unrapeable — two sides, as Angela Davis says, of the coin of black 
hypersexuality — the white mythos produces a tension between black 
men’s quest to exonerate themselves and black women’s need to 
speak out against sexual violence, including the violence perpetrated 
against them by black men. The result is the doubled sexual subor- 
dination of black women. Black women who speak out against black 
male violence are blamed for reinforcing negative stereotypes of 
their community and for calling on a racist state to protect them. At 
the same time, the internalisation of the sexually precocious black 
girl stereotype means that black girls and women are seen by some 
black men as asking for their abuse. Responding in 2018 to decades 
of well-documented allegations of rape and abuse, R. Kelly’s team 
issued a statement saying that they would ‘vigorously resist this 
attempted public lynching of a black man who has made extraordi- 
nary contributions to our culture’ .”” Kelly’s team did not address the 
fact that almost all his accusers were black.*° 

In February 2019, two women, both black, made public and cred- 
ible accusations against the black lieutenant governor of Virginia, 
Justin Fairfax. Fairfax was poised to take over as governor from 
Ralph Northam, who was being called on to resign for allegedly 
having appeared in a photo wearing blackface.*! Vanessa Tyson, a pol- 


itics professor at Scripps College, accused Fairfax of forcing her to 


THE CONSPIRACY AGAINST MEN 


perform oral sex on him at a hotel in 2004, during the Democratic 
National Convention. Days later, Meredith Watson came forward to 
say that Fairfax had raped her in 2000, when they were both under- 
graduates at Duke. In an unplanned speech on the State Senate floor, 
days after his accusers indicated their willingness to testify publicly, 


Fairfax compared himself to the historical victims of lynching: 


I have heard much about anti-lynching on the floor of this very 
Senate, where people were not given any due process whatso- 
ever, and we rue that ... And yet we stand here in a rush to judg- 
ment with nothing but accusations and no facts, and we decide 


that we are willing to do the same thing. 


Fairfax did not note the irony of comparing black women to a white 
lynch mob.*’ Neither did Clarence Thomas, for that matter, when 
he accused Anita Hill in 1991 of triggering a ‘high-tech lynching’. 
The very logic that made the lynching of black men possible — the 
logic of black hypersexuality — is repurposed, at the level of meta- 
phor, to falsely indict black women as the true oppressors. 


J yoti Singh’s gang rape and murder prompted a burst of grief and 
anger across India. But it did not prompt a full reckoning with 
the meaning of rape. Marital rape — criminalised in the UK only 
in 1991 and all fifty states of the US in 1993 — remains, in India, a 
legal contradiction in terms. The Armed Forces Special Powers Act, 
which originates from a colonial law introduced by the British in 
1942 to suppress the freedom struggle, still grants the Indian mili- 
tary impunity to rape women in “disturbed areas’, including Assam 
and Kashmir. In 2004, a young woman from Manipur, Thangjam 
Manorama, was abducted, tortured, raped and murdered by mem- 
bers of the 17th Assam Rifles unit of the Indian Army, who claimed 
that she was a member of a separatist group. Days later, a group 


of twelve middle-aged women staged a protest outside the Kangla 
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Fort, where the Assam Rifles were stationed; they stripped off their 
clothes and, naked, chanted: Rape us, kill us! Rape us, kill us!” 

In India, as in the world over, some rapes count more than 
others. Jyoti Singh was a high-caste, educated, urban woman: these 
were the sociological conditions of her post-mortem elevation 
as ‘India’s daughter’. In 2016, the body of a twenty-nine-year- 
old Dalit law student named Jisha was found disembowelled and 
slashed more than thirty times in the southern state of Kerala; 
examiners concluded that she had been murdered after struggling 
against being raped. That same year, the body of a seventeen-year-old 
Dalit woman named Delta Meghwal was found in the water tank of 
her school in Rajasthan. The day before she was murdered, Meghwal 
told her parents that she had been raped by a teacher. The attention 
given to these two dead women did not compare with the furore 
prompted by the rape and murder of Jyoti Singh. Much like black 
women in the US and other white-dominated societies, Dalit and 
‘low-caste’ women in India are figured as sexually promiscuous and 
thus unrapeable.** No one has been put on trial for Delta Meghwal’s 
rape and murder, and neither she nor Jisha have been given honorific 
titles by a grieving nation. In September 2020, a nineteen-year-old 
Dalit woman in Uttar Pradesh died in hospital after reporting to the 
police that she had been gang-raped by four upper-caste neighbours. 
The police, who denied the report, burned the young woman’s body 
in the middle of the night over the protests of her family.” 

Punita Devi, the wife of one of the men sentenced to death for 
raping and murdering Jyoti Singh, asked: “Where will I live? What 
will my child eat?’*° Devi is from Bihar, one of India’s very poorest 
states. Up until the day of her husband’s execution she continued to 
insist on his innocence. Perhaps she was in denial. Or maybe she was 
alert to the susceptibility of poor men to false allegations of rape. 
In any case Punita Devi saw one thing clearly. The law of rape — not 
the law as it is explicitly codified in statutes, but the unspoken law 
that governs the way rape is actually treated — does not care about 
women like her. Had Devi’s husband raped not Jyoti Singh but his 


THE CONSPIRACY AGAINST MEN 


own wife, or a low-caste woman, he would very likely be alive today. 
Her husband now dead, the Indian state is indifferent to the matter 
of how Punita Devi or her child will survive. ‘Why are the politicians 


not thinking about me?’ Devi asked. ‘I am a woman too.’ 4 


¢ ntersectionality’ — a term coined by Kimberlée Crenshaw to name 

I an idea first articulated by an older generation of feminists from 
Claudia Jones to Frances M. Beal, the Combahee River Collective, 
Selma James, Angela Davis, bell hooks, Enriqueta Longeaux y 
Vasquez and Cherrie Moraga — is often reduced, in common under- 
standing, to a due consideration of the various axes of oppression and 
privilege: race, class, sexuality, disability and so on.** But to reduce 
intersectionality to a mere attention to difference is to forego its 
power as a theoretical and practical orientation. The central insight 
of intersectionality is that any liberation movement — feminism, 
anti-racism, the labour movement — that focuses only on what all 
members of the relevant group (women, people of colour, the work- 
ing class) have in common is a movement that will best serve those 
members of the group who are least oppressed. Thus a feminism that 
deals only with ‘pure’ cases of patriarchal oppression — cases that are 
‘uncomplicated’ by factors of caste, race or class — will end up serv- 
ing the needs of rich white or high-caste women. Likewise, an anti- 
racist movement that deals only with ‘pure’ cases of racist oppression 
will end up primarily serving the needs of rich men of colour. Both 
of these movements will, in turn, produce an assimilationist politics, 
aimed at securing for the best-off women and men of colour the 
right to be treated on equal terms with rich white men. 

The politics of ‘Believe women’, in its current form, collides with 
the demands of intersectionality. It is the common lot of women to 
be disbelieved when they make credible accusations of sexual vio- 
lence, at least against certain men. It is to this reality that “Believe 
women’ is offered as a political remedy. Yet black women in par- 


ticular suffer from the stigmatisation of black male sexuality to 
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which the injunction ‘Believe women’ too readily gives cover, just 
as Dalit women suffer specifically from the sexual stigmatisation of 
Dalit men. When we are too quick to believe a white woman’s accu- 
sation against a black man, or a Brahmin woman’s accusation against 
a Dalit man, it is black and Dalit women who are rendered more 
vulnerable to sexual violence. Their ability to speak out against the 
violence they face from men of their race or caste is stifled, and 
their status as counterpart to the oversexed black or Dalit male is 
entrenched.” In that paradox of female sexuality, such women are 
rendered unrapeable, and thus more rapeable. Ida B. Wells patiently 
documented the lynchings of black men on trumped-up claims of 
raping white women. But she also recorded the many rapes of black 
women that inspired no lynch mobs, and of which little notice was 
taken. One such case was that of Maggie Reese, an eight-year-old 
girl raped by a white man in Nashville, Tennessee: “The outrage upon 


helpless childhood needed no avenging in this case; she was black’.*° 


E the #MeToo era, the discourse around false accusations has 
evolved an unusual feature. Many of the men who are widely 
seen, by themselves and by other men, as being wrongly punished 
don’t deny doing what their alleged victims claim they did. There 
are of course men who have protested their innocence: Harvey 
Weinstein, Woody Allen, R. Kelly, James Franco, Garrison Keillor, 
John Travolta. But just as often, high-profile men — Louis C.K., Jian 
Ghomeshi, John Hockenberry, Dustin Hoffman, Kevin Spacey, Matt 
Lauer, Charlie Rose — have conceded their bad behaviour, only to 
demand soon after, like a child growing weary of a timeout, to be let 
back in to play. One month after the Times reported the open secret 
that Louis C.K. had a habit of masturbating in front of women with- 
out their consent, Matt Damon said: ‘I imagine that the price that 
he’s paid at this point is so beyond anything.” A year after admitting 
the allegations were true, C.K. got a standing ovation as he walked 


on stage for a surprise return performance at New York’s Comedy 
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Cellar. Soon after, in another set, he made fun of Asian men (‘women 
[with] really big clits’), a ‘Jewish fag’ and ‘a trans retarded boy’.” 
Noticing some discomfort in the audience, he said: ‘Fuck it, what are 
you going to take away, my birthday? My life is over, I don’t give a 
shit.’ C.K.’s shows continue to sell out within hours.” Charlie Rose, 
who was accused of sexual harassment by more than thirty women 
and was a close personal friend of Jeffrey Epstein, backed away from 
his initial admission of wrongdoing; his lawyer called his actions 
‘routine workplace interactions and banter’.** John Hockenberry, 
the public radio star accused of sexually harassing and bullying sev- 


eral women colleagues, wrote a piece in Harper’s titled ‘Exile’: 


Being a misguided romantic, or being born at the wrong time, or 
taking the wrong cues from the sexual revolution of the Sixties, 
or having a disability that leaves one impotent at the age of nine- 
teen — none of this is a justification for offensive behavior toward 
women. But is a life sentence of unemployment without possibil- 
ity of furlough, the suffering of my children, and financial ruin 
an appropriate consequence? Does my being expunged from the 
profession in which I have worked for decades constitute a step 


on the road to true gender equality?” 


Kevin Spacey, who has been accused of sexual harassment and 
assault by over thirty men, some of whom were minors at the time, 
initially responded with a ‘sincerest apology’ to his first accuser, 
Anthony Rapp.” A year later he posted a video on YouTube, ‘Let 
Me Be Frank’, in which he told his viewers, in the persona of his 
House of Cards character Frank Underwood: 


I know what you want . . . I showed you exactly what people are 
capable of. I shocked you with my honesty, but mostly I chal- 
lenged you and made you think. And you trusted me even though 
you knew you shouldn’t. So we’re not done no matter what any- 


one says and besides I know what you want. You want me back. 
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The video has been viewed more than 12 million times, and has over 
280,000 likes.” 

These men do not deny the truth of the allegations against them, 
nor even the harm they caused. What they deny is that they deserve 
to be punished. In a New York Times op-ed, the columnist Michelle 
Goldberg confesses that she ‘feel[s] bad for a lot of the men caught 
out by the #MeToo movement’. Not, she explains, the really egre- 
gious men like Harvey Weinstein, but ‘the slightly less powerful, 
less overtly predatory schmoes whose gross behavior was tacitly 


, 


accepted by those around them until, suddenly, it wasn’t’. ‘I can 
only imagine,’ Goldberg writes, ‘how disorienting it must be to 
have the rules change on you so fast. °° 

This idea — that the rules have suddenly changed on men, so that 
they now face punishment for behaviour that was once routinely 
permitted — has become a #MeToo commonplace. The implica- 
tion seems to be that, until very recently, men had been subject to 
a totalising patriarchal ideology, one that made it impossible for 
many of them to tell the difference between flirtation and harass- 
ment, coquettishness and refusal, sex and rape. Some feminists have 
advocated something close to this view. Thirty years ago, Catharine 
MacKinnon wrote that women are ‘violated every day by men who 
have no idea of the meaning of their acts to the women. To them 
it is sex.” In 1976, a British man name John Cogan was acquitted 
of raping the wife of his friend, Michael Leak.® Leak, who had 
beaten his wife the night before for refusing to give him money 
when he came home drunk, told Cogan in the pub that she wanted 
to have sex with him. They left the pub for Leak’s house, where 
Leak told his wife — ‘a slightly built young woman in her early 
20s’ — that Cogan was going to have sex with her and warned her 
not to struggle. Leak then stripped her, laid her on the bed, and 
invited Cogan in. Cogan watched as Leak had sex with his wife, 
then had sex with her himself. After Cogan was finished, Leak had 
sex with his wife once more. The men then returned to the pub. 


The court ruled that, since Cogan genuinely believed Leak’s wife 
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had consented, he did not meet the mens rea (guilty mind) require- 
ment for rape.” 

#MeToo is often seen as having produced a generalised version of 
the situation in which John Cogan found himself. Patriarchy has lied 
to men about what is and is not OK, in sex and in gender relations as a 
whole. Men are now being caught out and unfairly punished for their 
innocent mistakes, as women enforce a new set of rules. Perhaps these 
new rules are the correct ones; and, doubtless, the old ones caused 
a lot of harm. But how were men to have known any better? In their 
minds they weren’t guilty, so don’t they too have grounds for acquittal? 

How many men are truly unable to distinguish between wanted 
and unwanted sex, between welcome and ‘gross’ behaviour, 
between decency and degradation? Was Cogan himself unable to 
draw this distinction? He admitted to the court that Leak’s wife had 
sobbed and tried to turn away from him when he was on top of her. 
Did he think to ask, either before or during the sexual encounter, if 
this was really what she wanted? Was there nothing in his history, his 
life, his conscience, that spoke to him in that moment, that told him 
the cries of the scared woman on the bed were real and called for a 
response? Did Louis C.K. have no reason to think that the women in 
front of whom he masturbated were unhappy about it? Why, then, 
when he asked another woman if he could masturbate in front of 
her and she refused, did he flush red and feel compelled to explain 
to her that he ‘had issues’? 

It is true that women have always lived in a world created by men 
and governed by men’s rules. But it is also true that men have always 
lived alongside women who have contested these rules. For much of 
human history their dissent has been private and unsystematic: flinch- 
ing, struggling, leaving, quitting. More recently it has been public and 
organised. Those who insist that men aren’t in a position to know 
better are in denial of what men have seen and heard. Men have 
chosen not to listen because it has suited them not to do so, because 
the norms of masculinity dictate that their pleasure takes priority, 


because all around them other men have been doing the same. The 
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rules that have really changed, and are still changing, do not so much 
concern what is right or wrong in sex: women have been telling men 
the truth about that, one way or another, for a very long time. The 
rules that have really changed for men like Louis C.K., Charlie Rose, 
John Hockenberry and many others like them is that they can no 
longer be confident that when they ignore the shouts and silences of 


the women they demean, no consequences will follow. 


hat consequences should follow? 

There are fraught questions for feminists to ask, and 
together to try and answer, about the proper treatment of sexual 
abusers: whether such men must be punished, and if so, which of 
them, and by what means; or, alternatively, whether non-punitive 
models of reconciliation and repair might be better. Many women, 
understandably, have an urge to see abusers cowed, stripped and 
scared — a reckoning with the behaviour not just of these men, per- 
haps, but generations of men before them. Writing in the New York 
Times about the Shitty Media Men list, leaked by Buzzfeed in 2017, 


Jenna Wortham wrote: 


During the initial hours after the list’s publication, when it still 
felt secret, for women only, I moved through the world differ- 
ently. The energy in the air felt charged . . . A friend compared 
the feeling to the final scenes of V for Vendetta. She liked seeing 
women as digital vigilantes, knowing that men were scared. 
I did, too. I wanted every single man put on notice, to know that 


they, too, were vulnerable because women were talking. ® 


When the power of the carceral state is not available — when the 
statute of limitations has passed, or the evidence consists only in 
women’s testimony, or the behaviour does not pass the threshold 
for criminality, or the man’s power makes him effectively untouch- 
able — women turn to the more diffuse punitive power afforded by 
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social media. Some women seem to deny that this is power worth 
the name: that calling out an alleged harasser or enabler online is 
just a form of speech, and one of the few forms of speech available 
to the relatively powerless. 

This is not true, as Wortham’s reference to ‘digital vigilantes’ 
makes clear. Tweeting about someone or circulating a spreadsheet 
with his name on it or publishing an account of a date gone bad 
may not be the same as calling the cops on him, but in a world 
in which people can and do get fired not for their actions but for 
the public outrage they cause, these things cannot be regarded as 
mere speech. (Of course, some women know this, and welcome 
the implications.) Nor are the discrete contributions of thousands 
of individuals mere speech when they aggregate into a collective 
voice that has the power to expose, shame and humiliate. For most 
of us, a single tweet is a drop in the ocean, a negligible addition to a 
cacophony of opinion, trollery and cat memes. Sometimes, though, 
in retrospect, it turns out that we were part of — or even that we 
instigated — something larger, something with significant psychic 
and material consequences, and not always ones we anticipated or 
planned or even wanted.” Is it enough to say that these conse- 
quences weren’t intended, that yours was just one contribution 
among many, that what you say cannot be treated as the cause of 
whatever happens to follow? Should it be of any concern to us, as 
feminists, that this has long been the defence of pornographers, 
when accused by feminists not merely of depicting the sexual sub- 
ordination of women, but socially licensing it? Should feminists, 
of all people, subscribe to the notion that words do no harm, or 
that the harm they cause is of no ethical or political consequence? 
Should feminists, of all people, deny that powerless voices joined 
together can enact great power? 

I do not mean to overstate the issue. More than enough men have 
been called out online for bad or even criminal behaviour without 
serious repercussion. Many more, presumably, are never called out 


at all. Of the seventeen men accused of sexual violence by multiple 
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anonymous women on the Shitty Media Men list, only a handful 
appear to have faced formal professional sanctions, forced to resign 
from their jobs or banned from contributing to particular publications. 
None are in hiding. Apparently one of them has had a standing lunch 
date with Woody Allen, during which they discussed their respective 
victimisation by feminists. Harvey Weinstein was sentenced to twenty- 
three years in prison, a cause for rejoicing on feminist Twitter, yet it 
had taken a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalistic investigation, a viral 
social movement, more than a hundred women coming forward and 
six of them taking the stand, and at the end of it all Weinstein was con- 
victed on just two counts: rape in the third degree and criminal sexual 
assault in the first. 

And yet, if the aim is not merely to punish male sexual domi- 
nation but to end it, feminism must address questions that many 
feminists would rather avoid: whether a carceral approach that sys- 
temically harms poor people and people of colour can serve sexual 
justice; whether the notion of due process — and perhaps too the 
presumption of innocence — should apply to social media and pub- 
lic accusations; whether punishment produces social change. What 


does it really take to alter the mind of patriarchy? 


E 2014, Kwadwo Bonsu, a junior at the University of Massachusetts 
at Amherst, was accused of sexually assaulting a fellow student at an 
off-campus Halloween frat party. According to the alleged victim, she 
and Bonsu were hanging out, talking and smoking weed, and eventu- 
ally they started kissing. Here is what, on her account, happened next: 


It got more intense until finally I shifted so that I was straddling 
him. I realized through my highness that he could be expecting 
to have sex, so I told him ‘I don’t want to have sex’ and he said 
‘We don’t have to have sex.’ I started to move my hand down his 
chest and into his pants when he asked me that I turn off the light. 
I tried to stand up to move the four feet to the light switch but 
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couldn’t move my body to do so. He did it instead and we went 
back to making out . . . He got up and moved to sit on the bed, 
so I followed. I got on my knees and started to give him a blow 
job when I felt a wart [on] my tongue. I removed my mouth but 
kept going with my hand and realized just how high I was. I said 
‘Tm... uncomfortable.’ He didn’t really say anything, and I felt 
like I was waiting for him to give me permission to leave because 
Thad felt bad for working him up and then backing out. I slowed 
my hand and said again something like ‘Yeah, I’m uncomfortable 
...I’mreally high and uncomfortable. I think I need to leave’ . . . 
He sat back down and we kissed a little bit more. I stood myself 
up and muttered again ‘Yeah, I want to leave.’ He said something 
to the effect of ‘Yeah, you said that. But I think I should get the 
next two minutes to convince you otherwise.’ I laughed it off, he 
stood up, and we kissed a little bit more . . . I finally moved with 
intention to leave, and he playfully grabbed my arm to pull me 
back into a kiss. I just kept making sounds that to me held the 
sentiment . . . he pulled me back to kiss him a few times. I was 
fixing my clothes which had never been removed when he asked 
to exchange numbers. We did so, then I went out into the hall.® 


‘As my RA training kicked in, she continued — she was a resident 
adviser in her dorm, tasked with counselling other students — ‘I 
realized ld been sexually assaulted.’ She explained that while she 
knew she could leave at any time, “UMass Student Culture dictates 
that when women become sexually involved with men they owe it 
to them to follow through.’ She went on: ‘I want to fully own my 
participation in what happened but at the same time recognize that 
I felt violated and that I owe it to myself and others to hold him 
accountable for something I felt in my bones wasn’t right.’° 

Soon after, the student filed a complaint against Bonsu for sexual 
assault with the UMass dean of students and the Amherst police. The 
police investigated and declined to press charges. Notes taken at a 
meeting between an assistant dean and the alleged victim record that 
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Bonsu ‘didn’t ask for a blowjob nor did he initiate, but [the alleged vic- 
tim] assumed it was supposed to happen’.°’ The university scheduled 
a hearing for the case, and informed Bonsu that he was subject mean- 
while to ‘interim restrictions’, including a prohibition on contacting 
the complainant, visiting dorms other than his own, eating in all but 
one of the dining halls, and entering the student union. A month later, 
the student reported to the administration that Bonsu had attempted 
to friend her on Facebook. The university banned Bonsu from univer- 
sity housing and the campus except to attend classes. Suffering from 
stress-induced pneumonia and a mental breakdown, Bonsu moved 
back in with his parents, Ghanaian immigrants, in Maryland. The uni- 
versity hearing took place without him. He was found not guilty of 
the assault, but guilty of sending the student a Facebook request. He 
was suspended until after his graduation date, permanently banned 
from living on campus, and required to get counselling. Bonsu left 
UMass, and later sued the school for ‘federal civil rights violations . . . 
resulting from [the university’s] arbitrary, unfair, wrongful, deliber- 
ate, discriminatory, and otherwise outrageous decision to suspend Mr 
Bonsu . . . as a result of false allegations’ .* The lawsuit was settled in 
2016 for an undisclosed amount. 

Bonsu’s lawsuit stated that the allegations brought against 
him were ‘false’. This is in one sense misleading: by Bonsu’s own 
admission, what she said happened did in fact happen. But, at least 
so far as UMass and the state of Massachusetts were concerned, 
these details did not add up to rape. For her part, the alleged 
victim insisted that Bonsu did not force her to do anything, that he 
listened when she said no, that she initiated all the sex acts, that she 
was not afraid of him, that she knew she could have stopped and 
walked out the door, that she gave multiple indications of wanting 
to proceed. Nonetheless, something had happened to her that she 
‘felt in [her] bones wasn’t right’. She had been ‘violated’ .” 

Feminist critics of Title IX, the federal law which prohibits sex- 
discrimination on US college campuses — including Janet Halley, 
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Laura Kipnis and Jeannie Suk Gersen — point to cases like Bonsu’s 
as evidence that quotidian sexual interactions are now subject to 
hysterical moralism and to the regulatory overreach of what Suk 
Gersen and her husband, Jacob Gersen, have called the ‘sex bureau- 


cracy’ .” Gersen and Gersen write: 


Eroding procedural protections and expanding the idea of non- 
consent in tandem means that the bureaucracy will investigate 
and discipline sexual conduct that women and men experience as 
consensual (if nonideal) sex. What results is not a sexual violence 
or sexual harassment bureaucracy. It is a sex bureaucracy, focused 
on conduct that differs substantially from the actual wrongs and 
harms that motivated its growth . . . The sex bureaucracy regu- 
lates ordinary sex, to the detriment of actually addressing sexual 
violence, and unfortunately erodes the legitimacy of efforts to 


fight sexual violence.” 


It is true that US universities have, in recent decades, developed 
elaborate infrastructures for the management of student sex. These 
are not designed primarily to protect students from sexual violence, 
but to protect universities from lawsuits, reputational damage and 
the withdrawal of federal funding. It’s no surprise that the failures 
of university sex bureaucracies are so numerous. Many women stu- 
dents who are sexually assaulted are encouraged not to go to the 
police, only to find that the in-house process fails to hold their per- 
petrators accountable. On other occasions, men are presumptively 
punished, as in Bonsu’s case, without due process protections.” 

But by presenting what happened at UMass as a case of ‘ordi- 
nary’ sex — sex that is merely ‘ambivalent, undesirable, unpleas- 
ant, unsober, or regretted’” — the critics of Title IX make things 
too easy for themselves. The woman who gave Bonsu a handjob 
didn’t really want to — or, she wanted to at first, and then she 
stopped wanting to. She kept going for the reason that so many 
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girls and women keep going: because women who sexually excite 
men are supposed to finish the job. It doesn’t matter whether 
Bonsu himself had this expectation, because it is an expectation 
already internalised by many women. A woman going on with a 
sex act she no longer wants to perform, knowing she can get up 
and walk away but knowing at the same time that this will make 
her a blue-balling tease, an object of male contempt: there is more 
going on here than mere ambivalence, unpleasantness and regret. 
There is also a kind of coercion: not directly by Bonsu, perhaps, 
but by the informal regulatory system of gendered sexual expec- 
tations. Sometimes the price for violating these expectations is 
steep, even fatal. That is why there is a connection between these 
episodes of ‘ordinary’ sex and the ‘actual wrongs and harms’ of 
sexual assault. What happened at UMass may well be ‘ordinary’ in 
the statistical sense — as in what happens every day — but it isn’t 
‘ordinary’ in the ethical sense, as in what we should pass over 
without comment. In that sense it is an extraordinary phenom- 


enon with which we are all too familiar. 


ut whom would it help to call sex of this sort, as many feminists 

would call it, ‘rape’?” In 2014, California’s governor, Jerry 
Brown, with the backing of feminist campaigners, signed into law 
SB 967, known as the ‘Yes Means Yes’ bill.” It mandated that all col- 
leges and universities that receive state funding for student financial 
aid adopt an ‘affirmative consent’ standard for judging whether a 
sex act is consensual. The bill reads: 


‘Affirmative consent’? means affirmative, conscious, and volun- 
tary agreement to engage in sexual activity. It is the responsibil- 
ity of each person involved in the sexual activity to ensure that 
he or she has the affirmative consent of the other or others to 
engage in the sexual activity. Lack of protest or resistance does 
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not mean consent, nor does silence mean consent. Affirmative 
consent must be ongoing throughout a sexual activity and can 
be revoked at any time. The existence of a dating relationship 
between the persons involved, or the fact of past sexual relations 
between them, should never by itself be assumed to be an indica- 


tor of consent. 


Afterit became law, Ezra Klein wrote in Vox that SB 967 would throw 
‘everyday sexual practice into doubt’ and create ‘a haze of fear and 
confusion over what counts as consent’. But, he said, “everyday 
sexual practices on college campuses need to be upended, and 
men need to feel a cold spike of fear when they begin a sexual 
encounter . . . Ugly problems don’t always have pretty solutions. ” 

Would SB 967 have solved problems at UMass? It depends on 
precisely what you think ‘the problem’ is. If it’s men having sex 
with women without first securing an active ‘yes’, then an affirm- 
ative consent law is perhaps an effective, if ‘unpretty’, solution. 
But if the problem is something deeper, to do with the psychoso- 
cial structures that make men want to have sex with women who 
don’t really want it, or make them feel that it’s their job to over- 
come a woman’s resistance, and that make women feel they must 
have sex with men when they don’t want to, it’s far less clear what 
a law like SB 967 achieves. As Catharine MacKinnon has pointed 
out, affirmative consent laws simply shift the goalposts on what 
constitutes legally acceptable sex: whereas previously men had to 
stop when women said no, now they just have to get women to say 
yes.” How do we formulate a regulation that prohibits the sort 
of sex that is produced by patriarchy? Could the reason that this 
question is so hard to answer be that the law is simply the wrong 
tool for the job? 

Suppose laws like SB 967, by making examples of certain men, were 
capable of changing how other men had sex. Even so: should feminists 
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embrace that possibility? Had UMass had an affirmative consent stand- 
ard, Kwadwo Bonsu would have been found guilty by the university’s 
Title IX office of sexual assault, and presumably expelled. Had he been 
in one of the states — like New Jersey, Oklahoma or Wisconsin — that 
have adopted an affirmative consent standard in their rape statutes, he 
might have been charged, arrested, convicted and imprisoned.” As a 
black man accused by a white woman, this would be disproportion- 
ately likely to happen. Already, the quasi-legal machinery of the uni- 
versity dismantled Bonsu’s life. This was an outcome that the alleged 
victim herself did not appear to want. In her statement to the uni- 
versity, she wrote that Bonsu’s punishment should be as ‘moderate as 
possible given the shades of grey this incident is colored with’. But 
suppose she had wanted it — suppose that she would have felt safer, 
somehow made whole, by his imprisonment. Is this a cost feminists 
should be willing to bear? 

I am not saying that feminism has no business asking better of 
men — indeed, asking them to be better men. But a feminism worth 
having must find ways of doing so that avoid rote re-enactment of 
the old form of crime and punishment, with its fleeting satisfac- 
tions and predictable costs. I am saying that a feminism worth hav- 
ing must, not for the first time, expect women to be better — not 


just fairer, but more imaginative — than men have been. 


ut it is not up to women alone. Indeed, what is striking about 

the high-profile men exposed by #MeToo is just how unin- 
terested they are, on the whole, in being better men. Early on in 
his Harper’s piece, John Hockenberry says that, even while he does 
not ‘support the zealotry’ with which he has ‘been dismantled’, and 
denies being ‘some officer or agent of the patriarchy’, he ‘whole- 
heartedly endorse[s] the higher cause of gender equality’. At the 
same time, he bemoans the end of ‘traditional romance’, charac- 
terises his verbal and physical harassment of his employees as ‘some 


improper, failed, and awkward attempts at courtship’, blames 
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America’s ‘contradictory fusion of sexual puritanism’ and ‘social 
progressivism’, compares #MeToo to the Reign of Terror, laments 
that ‘there has been no public defense of . . . someone who spent 
a lifetime devoted to serving the public’, speculates as to whether 
Andrea Dworkin would be his friend (‘Would she embrace me 
as her penis-less paraplegic male buddy?’), and identifies himself 
with the fictional character Lolita, a twelve-year-old victim of rape. 
But he does not find the space, in that great expanse of textual real 
estate, to consider what his actions did to the women who suffered 
them. The words ‘damage’ and ‘harm’ do not appear. The words 
‘pain’, ‘painful’ or ‘painfully’ appear six times, all in reference to 
Hockenberry’s own experiences, or those of his children. 

In his own contribution to the genre that Jia Tolentino calls 
‘My Year of Being Held Responsible for My Own Behavior’, Jian 
Ghomeshi, the Canadian radio host accused of violent sexual assault 
or harassment by more than twenty women, wrote in the New York 
Review of Books of the ‘crash course in empathy’ he had received 
since his public shaming.*' But the empathy wasn’t for the women 
he assaulted and harassed. Instead, it was for other men like him: ‘I 
have a new unwavering antipathy toward schadenfreude . . . I now 
have a different way of seeing anyone who is being attacked in the 
public sphere, even those with whom I may profoundly disagree.’* 
‘I feel sorry for a lot of these men, Michelle Goldberg writes, ‘but 
I don’t think they feel sorry for women, or think about women’s 
experience much at all? ® 

These disgraced but loved, ruined but rich, never to be employed 
again until they are employed again, prodigal sons of #MeToo: they 
and their defenders are not, for all their protestations of innocence 
and accusations of lynching, outraged by the falsity of women’s 
accusations. They are outraged by the truth of those accusations. 
They are outraged, most of all, that saying sorry doesn’t make it 
all better: that women expect them, together with the world that 
brought them to power, to change. But why should they? Don’t you 
know who the fuck they are? 
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D id porn kill feminism? That’s one way of telling the story of 
the US women’s liberation movement, which exploded with 
such joyous fury and seriousness of purpose in the late 1960s, yet 
within the space of a generation had become a fractured and worn 
thing. Debates about porn — is it a tool of patriarchy or a counter 
to sexual repression? A technique of subordination or an exercise 
of free speech? — came to preoccupy the women’s liberation move- 
ment in the US, and to some degree the UK and Australia, and then 
to tear it apart. 

In April 1982, the Barnard Sex Conference (as it came to be 
known)! was held in New York. Its theme was ‘women’s sexual 
pleasure, choice and autonomy’. In the conference’s concept 
paper, “Towards a Politics of Sexuality’, Carole Vance called for an 
acknowledgement of sex as ‘simultaneously a domain of restric- 
tion, repression, and danger as well as a domain of exploration, 
pleasure, and agency’ .* About 800 feminist scholars, students and 
activists’ attended talks and workshops including ‘Pornography and 
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the construction of a female subject’, ‘Politically correct, politically 
incorrect sexuality’ and ‘The forbidden: eroticism and taboo’. As 
one of the organisers wrote in Diary of a Conference on Sexuality — a 
punk zine of critical essays, witty reflections, reading suggestions 
and sexually explicit images to be handed out to participants — the 
conference was intended to be ‘a coming out party for feminists who 
[had] been appalled by the intellectual dishonesty and dreariness 
of the anti-pornography movement’ .* With a week to go before it 
began, anti-porn feminists began inundating Barnard’s administra- 
tors and trustees with phone calls, complaining that the conference 
had been planned by ‘sexual perverts’.’ The president of Barnard, 
Ellen Futter, allowed the conference to go ahead, but not before 
interrogating the organisers and confiscating all 1,500 copies of the 
Diary, which she declared was a piece of pornography.° 

At the conference itself, anti-porn feminists, wearing T-shirts 
emblazoned with ‘For a Feminist Sexuality’ on the front and ‘Against 
S/M’ on the back, handed out leaflets accusing the conference of 
supporting not just pornography and sadomasochism but also patri- 
archy and child abuse.’ (The last charge wasn’t entirely baseless. The 
same organiser who called the conference a ‘coming out party’ also 
wrote in the Diary: ‘I understand the advanced position on porn, 
on s and m, but I can’t understand the argument for pederasty!’*) 
When the Diary was finally reprinted, Andrea Dworkin sent out 
photocopies of it with a cover letter declaring it ‘perniciously anti- 
woman and anti-feminist’. The feminist publication off our backs, ‘the 
closest thing to a newspaper of record of the feminist movement’, 
devoted much of its June 1982 issue to lambasting the conference, 
triggering an ‘avalanche’ of enraged replies.’ 

The Barnard organisers recalled ‘a McCarthyite atmosphere of 
witch-hunting and purges’” in the wake of the conference, and the 
Barnard Women’s Center lost its sponsor for the conference series. 
One British feminist, observing events from across the Atlantic, 
ruefully noted that Barnard and its fallout had “deepened the already 


scarring divisions in the American movement’ ." In 1986, a conference 
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at Mount Holyoke on ‘Feminism, Sexuality and Power’ descended 
into a ‘pitched battle’, at which, one of its organisers recalled, some 
‘speakers refused to be moved off the issues of pornography and 
S/M and . . . were downright nasty to their sisters.” In 1993, a 
group of anti-porn feminists wrote a letter to the vice chancellor 
of the Australian National University demanding that an invitation 
to US pro-sex feminists, including Gayle Rubin and Carole Vance, 
be rescinded. One of the signatories was Sheila Jeffreys, a central 
figure on the ‘revolutionary feminist’ wing of the British women’s 
liberation movement, which insisted — contrary to the then domi- 
nant socialist feminist position — that male sexual violence, rather 
than capitalism, was the foundation of women’s oppression. In 
recent years Jeffreys has decried the ‘vilification’ and ‘censoring’ of 
feminists who, like her, are trans-exclusionary.” Jeffreys apparently 
does not recognise the irony in objecting to the same tactics that 
she and other anti-porn feminists pioneered forty years ago. In 2011 
Gayle Rubin, who ran a workshop at the Barnard conference, wrote 


that she still nursed ‘the horror of having been there’ ki 


ll this can seem odd, even quaint, to us now. All this fuss over 

porn? At a practical and technological level, albeit not a philo- 
sophical one, the internet has settled the ‘porn question’ for us. It 
was one thing to entertain the possibility of abolishing porn when 
porn meant top-shelf magazines and seedy movie theatres: when 
porn had a physical location and was, in principle, containable. But 
in the era of ubiquitous, instantaneously available porn, it is another 
thing altogether.” 

The intensity of the ‘porn wars’ is more understandable when 
you bear in mind that porn came to serve, for feminists of an ear- 
lier generation, as a metonym for ‘problematic’ sex in general: for 
sex that took no account of women’s pleasure, for sadomasochistic 
sex, for prostitution, for rape fantasies, for sex without love, for 
sex across power differentials, for sex with men. Pornography thus 
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became not just one contested question among many in anew pol- 
itics of the personal, but a lightning rod for two conflicting views 
of sex. The ‘anti-sex’ view was that sex as we know it is a patriar- 
chal construct — an eroticisation of gender inequality — from which 
there can be no true liberation without a revolution in relations 
between men and women. Short of this, separatism, lesbianism or 
abstinence were (at best) the only emancipatory options. On the 
‘pro-sex’ view, women’s freedom required a guarantee of women’s 
right to have sex when, how and (subject to the other party’s con- 
sent) with whom they liked, without stigma or shame. (Of course, 
many feminists found themselves somewhere between these two 
poles — wanting, for example, to fiercely oppose what they saw as 
a widespread rape culture, facilitated by porn, while distinguish- 
ing rape from ‘wanted’ sex.) While contemporary feminism — in its 
insistence on women’s right to sexual pleasure, and consent as the 
sole boundary of permissible sex — has largely taken up the pro-sex 
perspective, many feminists still feel the pull of an older, more cir- 
cumspect approach to sex. To them, sex once more appears to be in 
need of revolutionary transformation. In this sense, the worries that 
animated the porn wars are still with us. 

But the porn wars, though they were about sex as a totality, were 
also very much about porn itself: about top-shelf magazines and 
private shops and the movies shown in XXX theatres. Second-wave 
feminists began protesting against pornography in the late 1960s. In 
the spring of 1969, record companies, under pressure from the FBI, 
began pulling advertising from underground newspapers. In need 
of funds, these papers began publishing pornographic ads and sup- 
plements instead." That these organs of the New Left were capit- 
alising on sexism did not come as a surprise to feminists of the 
period; the women’s liberation movement was in large part formed 
in reaction to the misogyny of their supposedly radical comrades. 
In 1970, thirty women occupied the executive office of the alter- 
native publishing house Grove Press, whose owner, Barney Rosset 


(tagged “The Old Smut Peddler’ by Life magazine) had moved on 
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from aggressively defending his legal right to publish ‘obscene’ lit- 
erature by D. H. Lawrence and Henry Miller to become a major 
distributor of pornographic films. (Rosset was also a union-buster; 
Robin Morgan was among the nine employees fired for attempting 
to unionise Grove."’) 

By the mid-1970s, amid a growing cultural backlash against 
feminism, feminists began to identify porn as the lynchpin of patri- 
archy. ‘Pornography is the theory, and rape the practice,’ Robin 
Morgan declared in 1974. In 1976, the first feminist anti-porn 
group, Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media, was 
founded in the San Francisco Bay Area; its aim was to ‘put an end to 
all portrayals of women being bound, raped, tortured, mutilated, 
abused, or degraded in any way for sexual or erotic stimulation’ .” 
That same year, Andrea Dworkin, together with other radical femi- 
nists, organised a picket of a movie theatre in New York showing 
the film Snuff, which depicted supposedly real footage of a preg- 
nant woman being murdered and dismembered by a film crew in 
Argentina. (Snuff’s tagline was: “The film that could only be made 
in South America . . . where Life is CHEAP!’) The group went on 
to form Women Against Pornography (WAP), and began running 
biweekly ‘tours’ of Times Square sex shops, peep shows and top- 
less bars. A New York Times reporter who went on one of the tours, 
led by Susan Brownmiller, described the consciousness-raising 
slideshow that preceded it: ‘A dozen women stared frozen-faced in 
the tiny storefront, as images of women being bound, beaten and 
abused flashed across the screen. ™® (Some feminists later admitted 
to having been aroused by WAP’s slideshows.) WAP’s headquarters 
on Ninth Avenue had been given to the group, rent-free, by the 
mayor’s Midtown Enforcement Project, which had closed down the 
‘soul food restaurant and gathering place for transvestites and pros- 
titutes’ that had previously occupied the space. (Carl Weisbrod, the 
director of the Enforcement Project, commented: ‘Obviously the 
issue of pornography is a matter of concern to both the city and 


the feminists.’*') In Los Angeles in 1976, Women Against Violence 
S S 
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Against Women (WAVAW) protested against the billboard for the 
Rolling Stones album Black and Blue, which depicted a bound and 
bruised woman with the caption ‘I’m “Black and Blue” from The 
Rolling Stones — and I love it!’ Chapters of WAVAW sprang up across 
the US and UK. In 1986, the British Campaign Against Pornography 
was launched to lobby against topless ‘page three girls’ in tabloid 
newspapers. In New Zealand, Women Against Pornography called 
for the resignation of the country’s chief censor, who had given a 
pass to a horror film, J Spit on Your Grave (1978), that featured a half- 
hour-long gang-rape scene. 

For anti-porn feminists of this era, porn wasn’t merely the mis- 
ogynistic depiction of women and sex. It was ‘propaganda, no 
more and no less’.”” It was the ideological scaffold of patriarchy: 
eroticising, inciting and legitimating male violence against women — 
and reinforcing the broader social and political subordination of 
women by men. As Catharine MacKinnon put it in her anti-porn 
manifesto Only Words (1993): 


The message of these materials . . . is “get her, pointing at all 
women, to the perpetrators’ benefit of ten billion dollars a year and 
counting. This message is addressed directly to the penis, delivered 
through an erection, and taken out on women in the real world. The 
content of this message is not unique to pornography. It is the func- 


tion of pornography in effectuating it that is unique.” 


To say that it is porn’s function to effectuate its message is to see porn 
as a mechanism not just for depicting the world, but for making it. 
Porn, for MacKinnon and other anti-porn feminists, was a machine 
for the production and reproduction of an ideology which, by eroti- 
cising women’s subordination, thereby made it real. 

This analysis, uncompromising in its insistence on porn’s world- 
making power, was, in the hands of black feminists of this period, 
historicised and racialised. They identified the template for main- 


stream pornography in the historical display of black women’s 
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bodies in the contexts of colonialism and slavery: Sarah Baartman, for 
example, the ‘Hottentot Venus’, whose near-naked body was exhib- 
ited across Europe as a specimen of African female hypersexuality; and 
the countless enslaved women who were stripped, prodded and sold 
at auction. Thus Alice Walker wrote that the ‘ancient roots of mod- 
ern pornography are to be found in the almost always pornographic 
treatment of black women who, from the moment they entered slav- 
ery . . . were subjected to rape as the “logical” convergence of sex 
and violence.’™* In her classic Black Feminist Thought (1990), Patricia 
Hill Collins identified a precursor to the white female pornographic 
object in the mixed-race slave women who were specifically ‘bred’ 
to be indistinguishable from white women. These women ‘approxi- 
mated the images of beauty, asexuality, and chastity forced on white 
women, Collins wrote, but ‘inside was a highly sexual whore, a 
“slave mistress” ready to cater to her owner’s pleasure.” It is from 
this racialised and gendered practice, Collins suggested, that main- 
stream porn got its canonical female persona: the demure slut. If 
porn represented an attack on the status of white women, this was 
doubly true for women of colour, whose objectification under the 
racist and patriarchal gaze off the screen was the original model for 


the treatment of all women’s bodies on it. 


\ Ñ J ere anti-porn feminists being hysterical? Censorious 

prudes? In the age of internet porn, DVDs and video cas- 
settes, let alone centrefolds and seedy theatres, can be joked about 
as nostalgic throwbacks. It may seem to some, looking back, that 
feminist anti-porn campaigners must have been overtaken by anxiety 
about a mass culture that was becoming more open about sex, and 
that was quite capable of separating fantasy from fact. Feminists anx- 
ious about sex under patriarchy found it easier, a group of pro-porn 
feminists wrote in 1983, ‘to attack the picture of what oppresses us 
than the mysterious, elusive . . . thing itself’ .*°The implication is that 
anti-porn feminists were overestimating the power of porn: they had 
lost perspective. But what if the true significance of the perspective 
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of anti-porn feminists lay not in what they were paying attention to, 


but when? What if they weren’t hysterical, but prescient? 


t was my students who first led me to think about this question. 

Discussing the ‘porn question’ is more or less mandatory in an 
introductory class on feminist theory. But my heart wasn’t really 
in it. I imagined that the students would find the anti-porn position 
prudish and passé, just as I was trying hard to make them see the 
relevance of the history of feminism to the contemporary moment. 
Ineedn’t have worried. They were riveted. Could it be that pornog- 
raphy doesn’t merely depict the subordination of women, but actu- 
ally makes it real, I asked? Yes, they said. Does porn silence women, 
making it harder for them to protest against unwanted sex, and 
harder for men to hear those protests? Yes, they said. Does porn 
bear responsibility for the objectification of women, for the mar- 
ginalisation of women, for sexual violence against women? Yes, they 
said, yes to all of it. 

It wasn’t just the women students talking; the men were say- 
ing yes as well, in some cases even more emphatically. One young 
woman pushed back, citing the example of feminist porn. ‘But we 
don’t watch that,’ the men said. What they watched was the hard- 
core stuff, the aggressive stuff — what is now, on the internet, the 
free stuff. My male students complained about the routines they 
were expected to perform in sex; one of them asked whether it 
was too utopian to imagine sex that was loving and mutual and 
not about domination and submission. My women students talked 
about the neglect of women’s pleasure in the pornographic script, 
and wondered whether it had something to do with the absence of 
pleasure in their own lives. “But if it weren’t for pornography, one 
woman said, ‘how would we ever learn to have sex?’ 

Porn meant so much to my students; they cared so much about it. 
Like the anti-porn feminists of forty years ago, they had a height- 


ened sense of porn’s power, a strong conviction that porn did things 
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in the world. Talking with my graduate teaching assistant after 
that seminar (she was a handful of years younger than me), I real- 
ised what should have been obvious from the start. My students 
belonged to the first generation truly to be raised on internet porn- 
ography. Almost every man in that class would have had his first 
sexual experience the moment he first wanted it, or didn’t want 
it, in front of a screen. And almost every woman in the class would 
have had her first sexual experience, if not in front of a screen, then 
with a boy whose first sexual experience had been. In that sense, 
her experience too would have been mediated by a screen: by what 
the screen instructed him to do. While almost all of us today live 
in a world where porn is ubiquitous, my students, born in the final 
years of the last century, were the first to have come of age sexually 
in that world. 

My students would not have stolen or passed around magazines or 
videos, or gathered glimpses here and there. For them sex was there, 
fully formed, fully interpreted, fully categorised — teen, gangbang, 
MILF, stepdaughter — waiting on the screen. By the time my students 
got around to sex IRL — later, it should be noted, than teenagers of 
previous generations — there was, at least for the straight boys and 
girls, a script in place that dictated not only the physical moves and 
gestures and sounds to make and demand, but also the appropriate 
affect, the appropriate desires, the appropriate distribution of power. 
The psyches of my students are products of pornography. In them, 
the warnings of the anti-porn feminists seem to have been belatedly 


realised: sex for my students is what porn says it is. 


fter that first time teaching a seminar on porn, one of the stu- 

dents visited me in office hours. ‘It helped me understand the 
sex I’ve been having,’ she said. Her ex-boyfriend had always told her 
she was doing it wrong. ‘I see now he wanted me to be like those 
women’ — the women in porn. She wasn’t like that, didn’t know 
how to be like that, so he dumped her. 
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My student, like the anti-porn feminists of the 1970s, traced a 
straight line from the consumption of porn to the negative treat- 
ment of women by men. ‘Sooner or later, MacKinnon wrote in 


Only Words: 


the consumers want to live out the pornography further in 
three dimensions . . . As pornography consumers, teachers may 
become epistemically incapable of seeing their women students 
as their potential equals . . . Doctors may molest anaesthetised 
women, enjoy watching and inflicting pain during childbirth . . . 
Some consumers write on bathroom walls. Some undoubtedly 
write judicial opinions. Some . . . presumably serve on juries, sit 
on the Senate Judiciary Committee, answer police calls report- 
ing domestic violence . . . and produce mainstream films . . . 
Some sexually harass their employees and clients, molest their 
daughters, batter their wives, and use prostitutes . . . Some gang 
rape women in fraternities and at rest stops on highways . . . 
Some become serial rapists and sex murderers — using and mak- 


ing pornography is inextricable to these acts.*’ 


It’s a startling image: porn as a virtual training ground for male 
sexual aggression. Could it be true? Or is this image itself a kind of 
sexual fantasy, which reduces misogyny to a single origin, and its 
many, diverse agents to a single subject: the porn watcher? 

In a scathing review of Only Words, the political philosopher 
Ronald Dworkin (no relation to Andrea), claimed that porn view- 
ing simply wasn’t pervasive enough to have the widespread negative 
effects that MacKinnon and other anti-porn feminists claimed for 
it. If anything in mass culture was an obstacle to sexual equality, 
Dworkin wrote, it was soap operas and advertising. That may have 
been true in 1993, but it’s less plausible now. In 2018, the five biggest 
porn sites — PornHub, XVideos, BongaCams, xMaster and xnxx — 
got a total of more than six billion visits per month. PornHub alone 
claimed that it had 28.5 billion visits in 2017.78 
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A 2010 meta-analysis concluded that there is a ‘significant over- 
all relationship between pornography consumption and attitudes 
supporting violence against women’.”’ The association was ‘signifi- 
cantly stronger’ in the case of pornography classed as ‘violent’, but 
was still statistically significant in the case of ‘non-violent’ pornog- 
raphy. (MacKinnon and others would want to know: where we 
do we draw the line between ‘violent’ and ‘non-violent’ porn? Is 
it violent if he smacks her? If he calls her a bitch? If he ejaculates 
on her face? If he tells her that she likes it, that she wants it? If 
her ‘No’ finally becomes a “Yes’?) Studies have found that men who 
watch porn frequently are less likely to support affirmative action 
for women” and to empathise with rape victims; they are also 
more likely to report an intent to rape,” and more likely to commit 
sexual assault.** Meanwhile, in one study of sorority members, the 
women who watched porn were less likely to intervene when they 
saw other women being sexually assaulted.’ 

Critics question the strength of these correlations: they cite 
their own favoured studies, and insist on adults’ capacity to distin- 
guish fantasy from fact. They remind us that women watch porn 
too: according to PornHub, 32 per cent of all its users are women. 
(Then again, who said women can’t be misogynists?) Most impor- 
tant, they remind us that correlation isn’t causation: maybe men 
are more likely to watch porn if they are already disposed to sexual 
violence and derogatory attitudes towards women. 

Measuring the ideological effects of porn is also made difficult by 
the absence of reliable data on young people’s porn habits. Most of the 
sources are either Christian anti-porn advocacy groups — keen to tell 
you that your child is, right now, uploading a pornographic video of 
herself to the internet — or websites like PornHub, which have a strong 
interest in denying that under-eighteens are accessing their content. 
A 2012 University of Sydney study of 800 regular porn users found 
that 43 per cent of them started watching porn between the ages of 
eleven and thirteen.” In a study from 2007 of students aged thirteen 


to fourteen in Alberta, Canada, 90 per cent of boys reported accessing 
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sexually explicit media; 35 per cent said they had viewed porn ‘too 
many times to count’.’” Lisa Ann, one of the world’s most popular 
porn stars, is forty-eight years old, a veteran of the MILF genre. On 
The Butterfly Effect, Jon Ronson’s podcast about the porn industry in 
the age of the internet, Lisa Ann tells Ronson that in the 1990s she was 
only ever recognised on the street by adults. Now she has ‘twelve-, 
thirteen-, fourteen-year-olds coming up . . . [saying] “Can we fuck?”’ 
‘I just say to them, listen, what you see on those sites will probably 
never happen for you, so don’t ask a girl to do it and don’t think that’s 
what sex is really about.’ ** What will the world look like once another 
generation or two has passed, when every person on Earth will have 


come of age sexually in the pornworld? 


ou're doing it wrong. What struck me most about what my stu- 

dent said wasn’t the causal connection she drew between her 
ex-boyfriend’s porn habit and his humiliating her, but the terms in 
which he dealt out that humiliation. You’re doing it wrong. Porn was 
for this young man the normative standard of sex, against which his 
girlfriend was measured and found wanting. Porn is not pedagogy, 
yet it often functions as if it were. Here is a representative sample 
of what young male students, aged between fourteen and eighteen, 
interviewed as part of a report for the UK Office of the Children’s 


Commissioner, issued in 2013, had to say about porn:” 


You learn how to have sex, you're learning new moves. 

You get to see the way it’s done, and the way people do it. . . 
you have a kind of idea of how you might be able to do it. 

You go on there for . . . entertainment but as you’re watching 
you pick up different things, things you don’t really know about. 
You just pick up things and you learn more things. 

The main reason I think people look at pornography is for 


information, what’s doing, how to do stuff. 
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What is remarkable about these comments is how little the boys 
talk about using porn to get off. On their own account, they turn 
to porn to ‘learn’, to ‘have a kind of idea’, to ‘pick up things’, for 
‘information’, for ‘what’s doing’. Of course they’re getting off as 
well: porn is ‘for entertainment’. But these boys, some of them 
presumably virgins, are quick to treat porn as an authority on how 
to have sex. Here is what some of the young women said in the 


same study: 


I think young people expect sex to be like porn. There’s that 
standard where if it’s not like that, then sex isn’t good. 

It sort of makes boys’ fantasies become like real because it’s 
real people. And then they will assume [that’s] what it’s always 
like . . . and it can be a bit aggressive, a bit forceful. 

It gives [boys] a worse opinion, like, image of a girl. Like all 
girls should be like that, all girls want to have sex. 

I think at this age boys are really quite naive and it’s about who 
[you] can trust and you know if they’re watching this kind of 
stuff, you’re not really sure how they will treat you. 


These girls don’t regard porn as an authority on sex; they really can 
distinguish fantasy from fiction. But they know that, for boys, porn 
sets the ‘standard’ for ‘good’ sex, grounds their assumptions about 
‘what it’s always like’ (that is, ‘a bit aggressive, a bit forceful’), and 
produces their ‘opinions’ and ‘images’ of girls. 

Porn may tell lies about sex and women — in John Stoltenberg’s 
famous formula, ‘pornography tells lies about women’ but ‘tells the 
truth about men’ — but so what? Is it porn’s responsibility to tell 
people, especially young people, the truth about sex? In order to 
hold porn and its makers responsible for what its consumers do, 
it will not suffice to show that porn has the effect of making men 
objectify and demean women. For speech often has inadvertent 
harmful effects. If I say the word ‘fire’ as a punchline to a joke and it 


makes you spill your tea, this is an effect of what I’ve said but hardly 
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a harm for which I am responsible. By contrast, if I shout ‘Fire!’ in 
a crowded theatre, I am responsible for the stampede that follows. 
For the stampede isn’t a random or coincidental effect, but the 
natural result of the speech act I was performing: that is, a warn- 
ing. Crucial to anti-porn feminism is the thought that porn doesn’t 
just happen to result in women’s subordination: it is itself an act 
of subordinating women. Specifically, pornography performs the 
speech act of licensing the subordination of women, and conferring 
on women an inferior civic status. Like the stampede that follows 
my shouting ‘Fire!’, porn’s effects on women are not just, anti-porn 
feminists think, the expected result, but moreover the whole point, 
of pornography. 

For that to be true, porn must have authority. Otherwise, it will 
be able to depict women as inferior but not to make them inferior; 
it will be able to depict women’s subordination, but not to license 
it. The feminist philosopher Rae Langton asks whether porn is more 
like an umpire vested with the authority to make dispositive ver- 
dicts, or a bystander making calls from the sidelines. ‘If you believe’, 
Langton writes, ‘that pornographic utterances are made by a power- 
less minority, a fringe group especially vulnerable to moralistic per- 
secution’, then you will answer that porn is like the bystander, issuing 
calls that may or may not be taken up, but without authority — and so 
without any responsibility to be accurate. ‘Not so if you believe . . . 
that pornography’s voice is the voice of the ruling power. *° 

To be sure, pornographers, unlike umpires, were never for- 
mally invested with the authority to tell the truth about sex. No 
one elected or appointed the pornographers. If porn is indeed the 
voice of the ‘ruling power’, it is not officially so. Whatever author- 
ity porn has is granted by those who watch it: by the boys and men 
who trust porn to tell them ‘what’s doing’. Some critics of anti- 
porn feminism say that this sort of de facto authority isn’t enough 
to hold porn responsible. Just because boys, and presumably some 
girls, take porn to be an authority on sex, doesn’t mean it really is. 


Whatever power it has was never sought or formally conferred. But 
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this is to draw a sharp distinction between authority and power that 
belongs, perhaps, to an earlier time. The internet blurs the distinc- 
tion between power and authority. Platforms for speech — previ- 
ously allocated by radio stations, TV shows, newspapers, publishing 
houses — are now overabundant, infinitely available and practically 
free. Without any formal grant of authority, individual speakers can 
amass great power — ‘influence’, as we have learned to call it. To 
what standard, if any, should we hold those who wield such power? 

The porn star Stoya performs in what she describes as 
‘gender-binary-heterosexual-oriented pornography for a produc- 
tion company that aims to have as much mass appeal as possible’ .*! 
In a NewYork Times op-ed, she acknowledged an authority she did not 
seek out: ‘I didn’t want the responsibility of shaping young minds. 
And yet thanks to this country’s nonfunctional sex education system 
and the ubiquitous access to porn by anyone with an internet con- 
nection, I have that responsibility anyway.’ ‘Sometimes, she went 


on, ‘it keeps me awake at night.’* 


he invocation of young people in political discourse often serves 

reactionary ends. Calls to protect their innocence are based on 
a fantasy of childhood that does not and never did exist — a child- 
hood untouched by the world of adults and adult desires. The appeal 
to childhood innocence also tends to draw an implausibly sharp dis- 
tinction between the way things were and the way things are now, 
skating over the continuities: between the Rolling Stones and Miley 
Cyrus, between top-shelf magazines and PornHub, between mak- 
ing out in the back row and the dick pic. What’s more, it is arguably 
the rest of us, and not today’s teenagers and young adults, who are 
under-equipped to deal with the technological renovation of our 
social world. By this I don’t just mean that kids are the ones who 
most easily grasp the semiotic possibilities of TikTok and Instagram. 
I also mean that they have a sensitivity to the workings of gendered 
and racialised power that outstrips anything seen before in the 


political mainstream. It would be a mistake to assume that they are 
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unable to cope with the pornworld just because we believe that we, 
as children, couldn’t have coped. Like the anti-porn feminists of 
the second wave, perhaps my students attribute too much power to 
porn, and have too little faith in their ability to resist it. 

Peggy Orenstein’s Girls & Sex: Navigating the Complicated New 
Landscape (2016), her bestseller about the sexual reality of young 
people in the twenty-first century, opens with a description of a 
‘welcome back’ school assembly at a large high school in California. 
After reminders about attendance and warnings against alcohol 
and drugs, the dean addressed his female students directly: ‘Ladies, 
when you go out you need to dress to respect yourself and respect 
your family . . . This isn’t the place for your short shorts or your 
tank tops or your crop tops. You need to ask yourself: if your grand- 
mother looks at you, will she be happy with what you’re wearing?’ 
The dean then moved on to a discussion of sexual harassment. One 
of the seniors, a young Latina woman, jumped up and took the mic. 
‘I think what you just said is not okay and is extremely sexist and 
promoting “rape culture”, she said. ‘If I want to wear a tank top and 
shorts because it’s hot, I should be able to do that and that has no 
correlation to how much “respect” I hold for myself. What you’re 
saying is just continuing this cycle of blaming the victim.’ The rest 
of the students cheered.’ 

I finished high school in 2003. At the time, girls wore their jeans 
slung low, pocketless and tight on the ass; shirts and sweaters were 
cropped to reveal pierced belly buttons and (if you were lucky) 
jutting hip bones. At a faculty board meeting — I was the student 
representative — the teachers discussed their alarm at how the 
girls were dressing. ‘I don’t see how the boys are supposed to learn 
the quadratic equation,’ my maths teacher complained, ‘if they’re 
staring at a girl’s thong.’ I remember hearing him say the word thong 
made me feel sick. Were the boys really distracted — they seemed 
fine — or was my teacher projecting? I was furious, but at the time 
didn’t have the conceptual resources — slut shaming, victim blaming, 


rape culture — to say anything articulate. I think I may have managed 
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something about how schools should be a safe place for students to 
explore their self-presentation, that it was the boys’ responsibility 
to learn how to do quadratic equations, that no one told the attrac- 
tive boys to put bags over their heads lest the girls be distracted. But 
maybe I just thought these things. After the meeting faculty mem- 
bers took it as their right to tell girls to pull down their shirts and 
pull up their jeans. 

The young women Orenstein discusses in Girls & Sex would have 
known, unlike my younger self, exactly what to say. They would not 
have been ashamed, as I and all my friends were, to call themselves 
feminists. How should we understand the relation between this 
raised state of feminist consciousness among young women, and what 
appear to be their worsening sexual conditions: increased objectifica- 
tion, intensified body expectations, decreasing pleasure, and shrink- 
ing options for sex on their terms?** Perhaps girls and young women 
are becoming more feminist because their worsening circumstances 
demand it. Or perhaps, as Orenstein suggests, feminist consciousness 
is for many young women a mode of false consciousness, which plays 
into the hands of the very system of sexual subordination they take 
themselves to be opposing. Does a discourse of sexual empowerment 
and autonomy mask something darker and unfree? The feminist phil- 
osopher Nancy Bauer writes about asking her women students why 
they spend ‘their weekend evenings giving unreciprocated blow jobs to 
drunken frat boys’. “They tell me they enjoy the sense of power it gives 
them,’ she writes. “You doll yourself up and get some guy helplessly 
aroused, at which point you could just walk away. But you don’t.” 

I recently interviewed a group of seventeen-year-old girls at 
a London school about sex. They talked about the importance of 
sex education and consent training, about queer sexualities, about 
women’s pleasure. They were bright, thoughtful and funny. They 
were also, it became clear the longer they spoke, disappointed. One 
girl described having been outed as gay when a photo of her and 
her girlfriend was sent around school. They all talked about double 


standards: boys were allowed to have sex, but the girls who did 
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were sluts. Women’s masturbation, they said, was taboo. They 
talked about boys who were nice online but in person turned out 
to be mean and sexually aggressive. One of them said, very quietly, 
that porn led boys to have unrealistic expectations of girls: that it 
meant they didn’t ask what you wanted. The fact that you weren’t a 
virgin, she said, was all the consent they needed.*° 

In a review of Girls & Sex, Zoé Heller charged Orenstein with 


intergenerational hysteria: 


History has taught us to be wary of middle-aged people com- 
plaining about the mores of the young. The parents of every era 
tend to be appalled by the sexual manners of their children . . . 
There were some in the 1950s who were pretty sure that the 


decadent new practice of ‘going steady’ augured moral disaster. 


While Heller concedes that Orenstein has ‘grim and arresting infor- 
mation to impart about the lives of American girls’, she faults her for 
failing to avoid ‘the exaggerations, the simplifications, the whiff of 
manufactured crisis that we have come to associate with this genre’ .*” 

There is certainly something in these complaints of maternal 
alarmism; Orenstein is also the author of a book titled Cinderella Ate 
My Daughter. But the person who told me to read Orenstein’s book 
wasn’t an excitable parent with a bad historical memory, but a young 
woman who had just graduated from university. She and her girl- 
friends had all read Orenstein’s book, and they were all talking about 
it. The situation Orenstein described was, they said, their own: a 
life of sex without dating, where girls gave and boys received, and 
where a discourse of empowerment and body confidence masked a 
deeper sense of disappointment and shame. This young woman and 
her friends didn’t blame porn, exactly, perhaps because it’s hard to 
blame what seems like a built-in feature of your existence. But they 
identified in their lives a way of thinking about sex and having sex that 
felt to them at once inevitable and insufficient, that seemed enforced 


somehow from the outside, from beyond an unreachable horizon. 
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\ Ñ J hat is to be done? 

In 1972, for the first time, a pornographic film was given 
a broad release in mainstream movie theatres. Deep Throat, now a 
cult classic, featured the actress Linda Boreman, stage name Linda 
Lovelace, in search of an orgasm — something, thanks to an unusu- 
ally positioned clitoris, she was only able to achieve by performing 
fellatio. At the time, the film was taken to be a celebration of female 
sexuality; after its release, Boreman published a pornographic 
memoir describing the emancipatory experience of making it. 
The film remains one of the highest-grossing pornographic films 
of all time; it was released around the world, and screened several 
times a day in theatres across the US. The New York Times reviewer 
quoted a porn director (a ‘seriously bearded young man with an 
interest in Cinema’) who said of porn actresses that ‘They do it 
because they enjoy it and because it’s an easy way to make money — 
I think in that order. They’re also exhibitionists. The camera turns 
them on.’*® 

Eight years later, in 1980, Boreman wrote another memoir, 
Ordeal, in which she revealed that she had been forced into porn- 
ography and prostitution, and raped by her husband and manager, 
Chuck Traynor. Boreman made these charges public at a press con- 
ference for the book, alongside Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea 
Dworkin. Afterwards, Dworkin and MacKinnon discussed the 
possibility of using the law to combat pornography. Rather than 
invoking traditional arguments against porn — that it was obscene, 
indecent and violated community standards — they decided to 
argue that pornography was a form of sex discrimination, depriving 
women of their civil rights by undermining their status as equal 
citizens. 

In 1983, MacKinnon and Dworkin were invited to draft an 
anti-pornography ordinance for Minneapolis. The ordinance gave 
women, both those who acted in porn and those who didn’t, the 
right to bring civil suits against pornographers for the harm caused 


to them by porn. The ordinance was passed by the Minneapolis 
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City Council but ultimately vetoed by the mayor, who cited free 
speech concerns. A version of the Dworkin-MacKinnon ordinance 
was passed in Indianapolis in 1984, but was later struck down as 
unconstitutional by the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals, a deci- 
sion affirmed by the US Supreme Court. Judge Easterbrook wrote 
the opinion for the Seventh Circuit Court. “We accept the prem- 
ises of this legislation,’ he said. ‘Depictions of subordination tend to 
perpetuate subordination. The subordinate status of women in turn 
leads to affront and lower pay at work, insult and injury at home, 
battery and rape on the streets.’ But this “simply demonstrates the 
power of pornography as speech’ .*” 

To say that pornography is speech is, in a liberal jurisdiction 
such as the US, to say that porn is deserving of special protection. 
Freedom of speech is connected to many things liberal societies 
value (or claim to): individual autonomy, the democratic account- 
ability of the government, the sanctity of personal conscience, toler- 
ance of difference and disagreement, the pursuit of truth. In the US 
speech is given unusually strong protection, and the notion itself — 
‘speech’ — is interpreted with unusual breadth. In 1992 the Supreme 
Court, in a unanimous decision, struck down on First Amendment 
grounds a Minnesota crime ordinance that had been used to charge 
a white teenager for burning a cross on the lawn of a black family. °° 
The St Paul Bias-Motivated Crime Ordinance had provided that: 


Whoever places on public or private property a symbol, object, 
appellation, characterization or graffiti, including, but not limited 
to, a burning cross or Nazi swastika, which one knows or has rea- 
sonable grounds to know arouses anger, alarm or resentment in 
others on the basis of race, color, creed, religion or gender com- 


mits disorderly conduct and shall be guilty of a misdemeanor.” 
What troubled Justice Scalia, who wrote the majority opinion 


of the Court, was that the ordinance proscribed certain ‘speech’ 


(e.g. cross burning) on the basis of the views it expressed (e.g. the 
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inferiority of black people). While this viewpoint might be abhor- 
rent, Scalia reasoned, it was still a viewpoint, whose expression 
must therefore be protected. The only permissible restrictions 
on speech were grounded, Scalia insisted, on the form that speech 
took — for example, knowingly false speech (libel, defamation), or 
speech that involved the criminal abuse of children for its produc- 
tion (child pornography). Racist or sexist speech could not be pro- 
hibited or suppressed on the grounds of its content, for then the 
state would be intervening in the free marketplace of ideas. The 
Court concluded that ‘St. Paul has no . . . authority to license one 
side of a debate to fight freestyle, while requiring the other to fol- 
low [Marquess] of Queensberry Rules, alluding to the first box- 
ing regulations that required the wearing of gloves. In other words, 
in the ‘debate’ between white supremacists and black people over 
racial equality, the state couldn’t take sides. 

A similar argument was mobilised by judges and legal scholars 
against the Dworkin-MacKinnon anti-porn ordinances. The legisla- 
tion, they argued, violated the right of mainstream pornographers to 
express their viewpoint that women were objects for the sexual use 
of men. Since the Dworkin-MacKinnon ordinances did not target all 
pornographic material, but only pornographic material that subor- 
dinated women by presenting them as dehumanised sexual objects, 
it discriminated on the basis of content rather than form. In the 
debate between misogynists and feminists over women’s equality, 
the state couldn’t take sides. 

MacKinnon, in Only Words, rejected this argument, for two rea- 
sons. First, porn’s ‘contribution’ to the debate about women’s 
status precludes the possibility of women’s entering the debate on 
equal terms. Porn ‘silences’ women, MacKinnon said, taking away 
their ability to testify to their own sexual experiences. Porn teaches 
men to hear ‘Yes’ when women say ‘No’; to disbelieve women who 
say they were harassed or raped; to see resistance as coyness, and 
coyness as invitation. The exercise of pornographers’ right to free 


speech undermines women’s own right to free speech. 
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Second, MacKinnon argued, pornography doesn’t merely 
express the view that women are to be subordinated — it is not 
‘only words’. By training our attention on porn and its worldly 
effects, we can come to see it as an act of subordination, whose 
function is to enforce the second-class status of all women in rela- 
tion to men. The very fact that judges, lawyers and philosophers 
insist on treating porn as a question of free speech — as a question 
of what porn says rather than what it does — betrays their implicitly 
male perspective, their failure to see porn as many women see it. 
For, MacKinnon writes, ‘social life is full of words that are legally 
treated as the acts they constitute without so much as a whimper 
from the First Amendment.’** Consider, MacKinnon says, someone 
shouting ‘Kill!’ to a trained attack dog. The law does not treat this 
as the mere expression of a viewpoint: ‘I want you dead.’ Instead, 
the law treats it as a criminal act: ordering an attack. When the 
dog’s owner is arrested, is his freedom of speech being violated? 
If not, MacKinnon asks, why are things different for men who, by 
creating porn, order attacks on women? MacKinnon’s answer to 
her own question is that the law is a male institution, made by and 
for men. ‘Free speech’, which poses as a merely formal principle 
of adjudication, is in fact, MacKinnon suggests, an ideological tool 
selectively deployed to protect the freedoms of the dominant class. 
(This is something that the feminist philosophers who have sought 
to elaborate and defend MacKinnon’s argument generally miss: the 
issue, for MacKinnon, is not that pornography really is, metaphysi- 
cally speaking, an action rather than mere speech, but that the very 
distinction between speech and action is political all the way down.) 

There is a lot in this. The Supreme Court’s decision on cross 
burning, like its decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election 
Commission (2010) that political spending is protected speech, 
shows just how easily ‘free speech’ can function ideologically to 
buttress existing regimes of power. But there are reasons, apart 
from an indifference to social equality, to be cautious about impos- 


ing legal restrictions on porn. In its 1992 decision in R. v. Butler, 
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Canada’s Supreme Court expanded the country’s obscenity laws 
to criminalise pornography that depicts violence, as well as non- 
violent porn that is ‘degrading or dehumanising’.*? In justifying 
its decision, the Court said that porn of this kind subordinated 
women and violated their right to equality, invoking the very 
rationale that Dworkin and MacKinnon were pressing in the 
US: ‘This was not big bad state power jumping on poor powerless 
individual citizen, MacKinnon wrote, ‘but a law passed to stand 
behind a comparatively powerless group in its social fight for 
equality. ** Within months, Canadian police seized from Toronto’s 
Glad Day Bookshop copies of Bad Attitude, a magazine of lesbian 
erotic fiction that ‘contained sexually explicit materials with 
bondage and violence . . . and not what Canadians would abide 
other Canadians seeing’. The Ontario Superior Court, citing 
Butler, found Glad Day — Canada’s first gay and lesbian book- 
store — guilty of criminal obscenity.” MacKinnon was right that 
the Butler decision was intended to help ‘a comparatively power- 
less group in its social fight for equality’. But in practice it was 
used as cover for attacking sexual minorities, leaving mainstream 
pornographers untouched. In the two years after Butler, Randy 
Jorgensen, the owner of Canada’s then (and the world’s) largest 
adult video emporium, built twenty new stores, unimpeded by 
the law. °° 

The standard division of feminists into ‘anti-porn’ and ‘pro-porn’ 
camps is misleading. While some second-wave feminists defended 
mainstream porn as a healthy expression of human sexuality (Ellen 
Willis wrote in 1979 that ‘in rejecting sexual repression and hypoc- 
risy’ porn ‘expresses a radical impulse’*’), most pro-porn feminists 
took the view not exactly that porn was good, but that it was a bad 
idea to legislate against it. The early feminist campaigns against 
porn in the 1960s took direct action against the makers and sellers 
of porn in the form of boycotts and protests. By contrast, the anti- 
porn campaigners of the early 1980s called on the power of the state. 


This, by their own admission, meant appealing to an entity that was 
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fundamentally male in its outlook. Should it have come as a surprise 
when the state, under the cover of feminism, acted to further the 
subordination of women and sexual minorities? 

This question had a particular significance in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, when the US anti-porn feminists were campaigning. 
The decision of the US Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade (1973) to legal- 
ise abortion represented a significant victory for feminism, but also 
led to an organised right-wing backlash which united, to determin- 
ing and lasting effect, religious conservatives with proponents of 
neoliberal economics. Central to the New Right’s ideological pro- 
gramme was a reversal of feminist achievements: not just the legal- 
isation of abortion, but also the availability of contraception and 
birth control, sex education, gay and lesbian rights, and women’s 
mass entry into the workforce. In this climate, radical feminist 
critiques of pornography dovetailed with a conservative ideol- 
ogy which made a distinction between ‘bad’ women (sex workers, 
‘welfare queens’) who must be disciplined by the state and ‘good’ 
women who needed its protection, and which saw men as naturally 
rapacious and in need of taming by the institutions of monogamous 
marriage and the nuclear family. When a version of the Dworkin- 
MacKinnon ordinance was debated in Suffolk County, New York, it 
was amended to describe pornography as a primary cause of ‘sod- 
omy’ and ‘a serious threat to the health, safety, morals and gen- 
eral welfare’ of citizens.” (MacKinnon called the Suffolk ordinance 
‘bastardised’ and fought to defeat it.) It was Ronald Reagan, the 
lodestar of the New Right, who as president ordered his attorney 
general to conduct an investigation into the harms of pornography, 
to which MacKinnon and Dworkin gave expert testimony. The 
resulting 1,960-page report of the Meese Commission repeated, 
without attribution, Robin Morgan’s declaration that ‘pornography 
is the theory, and rape the practice.” But the report did not repeat 
Morgan’s warning, from the same essay, about the futility of turning 
to the law for help: 
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I’m aware . . . that a phallocentric culture is more likely to begin 
its censorship purges with books on pelvic self-examination for 
women, or books containing lyrical paeans to lesbianism than 
with ‘See Him Tear and Kill Her’ . . . Nor do I place much trust in 
a male-run judiciary . . . I feel that censorship often boils down 
to some male judges sitting up on their benches, getting to read 
a lot of dirty books with one hand.” 


n 2014, the British government passed a law that effectively prohibits 
the following sex acts from featuring in porn produced in the UK: 


Spanking 

Caning 

Aggressive whipping 

Penetration by any object ‘associated with violence’ 
Physical or verbal abuse (regardless of if consensual) 
Urolagnia (known as ‘water sports’) 

Role-playing as non-adults 

Physical restraint 

Humiliation 

Female ejaculation 

Strangulation 

Facesitting 

Fisting 


At first glance the list is oddly disjunctive. It includes sex acts 
that you might assume involve women’s subordination — spank- 
ing, caning, aggressive whipping, physical or verbal abuse, physi- 
cal restraint, humiliation — but are in fact characteristic of femdom 
porn, in which women subject men to physical pain and psychic 
shame. The list features an act that is emblematic of women’s pleas- 
ure and almost never features in mainstream porn: female ejacu- 


lation. There’s also an act that doesn’t seem problematic apart 
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from being, to many, abject: water sports. There’s ‘penetration by 
any object “associated with violence”’. Does a man’s penis count? 
Presumably not. Strangulation and facesitting (also associated with 
femdom porn) are included apparently because they are potentially 
‘life-endangering’, though it is unclear how many men have died 
from women sitting on their faces. 

The Uk’s list of prohibited sex acts makes sense only when you 
see what it leaves out: good old-fashioned straight ‘strip-blow-fuck- 
cum’ porn — the sort of porn that Stoya describes making, the kind 
where hot blondes suck dicks, get fucked hard, told that they like it, 
and end up with semen on their face. This sort of porn conveys the 
message that women are there to be fucked, and that they love it: that 
tying women up, hitting them or overpowering their refusals is gen- 
erally unnecessary. Only one of the UK’s listed restrictions — ‘role- 
playing as non-adults’ — features heavily in mainstream porn, in the 
ubiquitous ‘teen’ category. Otherwise, what is officially sanctioned 
here, by virtue of being left off the list, is the most mainstream porn, 
the porn that turns most people on. But the whole point of the femi- 
nist critiques of porn was to disrupt the logic of the mainstream: to 
suggest that what turns most people on is not thereby OK. To pro- 
hibit only what is marginal in sex is to reinforce the hegemony of 
mainstream sexuality: to reinforce mainstream misogyny. 

Itziar Bilbao Urrutia, a London-based, balaclava-clad, gun-wielding 
and skateboard-riding femdom who runs a fetish site called the 
Urban Chick Supremacy Cell, has so far managed to escape the 2014 
law via a loophole. Urrutia and her team berate men for their com- 
plicity in capitalist patriarchy, while restraining, pegging and bleed- 
ing them (consensually, and for a fee, or ‘femdom tax’). Sometimes 
the men are made to recite feminist texts. In most femdom fet- 
ish porn, men are humiliated for failing to meet the demands of 
heteromasculinity: for being ‘sissies’. In Urrutia’s pornworld, men 
who are rich, successful and dominant are objects of contempt; 
the sissies might be saved. (It’s all very Valerie Solanas.) When the 


UK’s ban on non-normative pornographic acts was introduced in 
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2014, Urrutia said: ‘It’s the corporate shopping chain crushing inde- 
pendent shops on the high street by piling it high and marketing it 
to the dumbest common denominator. In five years’ time we may 
only have one-size-fits-all porn, peddled by the porn equivalent of 
Primark.’ 

In 2013, Iceland (which ranked best in the 2012 Global Gender 
Gap Report) considered a proposal to extend its ban on the pro- 
duction and sale of pornography to include ‘violent and hateful’ 
porn on the internet. The Ministry of the Interior, which came up 
with the proposal, cited the finding that Icelandic children first view 
porn, on average, at the age of eleven. An adviser to the minister 
said: ‘We are a progressive, liberal society when it comes to nudity, 
to sexual relations, so our approach is not anti-sex but anti-violence. 
This is about children and gender equality, not about limiting free 
speech.’® A parliamentary election in 2013 stalled the legislation, 
but the plan included web filters, blocking sites and criminalising 
the use of Icelandic credit cards to pay for porn sites. The pro- 
posal, explicitly motivated by gender considerations, distinguished 
between ‘violent and hateful’ porn and the rest. The Urban Chick 
Supremacy Cell would be out. Would Deep Throat stay? 

In 2011, Chinese police arrested thirty-two authors of yaoi slash 
fiction, which riffs on a pornographic genre imported from Japan 
(where most of South-East Asia’s porn comes from). Yaoi depicts 
animated homoerotic fantasies, and is made by women for women. 

In 2017 the UK government promised to institute an ‘age ban’ on 
porn. The proposal, quietly abandoned following widespread criti- 
cism that it wouldn’t have worked,® was to require porn viewers to 
prove their age by uploading a passport or driving licence, or buying 
a ‘porn pass’ at their local newsagent. One age verification system 
that the UK proposed to use, AgeID, was created by MindGeek, the 
parent company of PornHub, RedTube and YouPorn. MindGeek 
has a near-monopoly on online porn. 

Australia’s Guidelines for the Classification of Films and 
Computer Games prohibits porn films that depict fisting, together 
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with other ‘fetishes such as body piercing, application of substances 
such as candle wax, “golden showers,” bondage, spanking’. If fisting 
isn’t allowed, the crip theorist Ryan Thorneycroft asked recently 
in the academic journal Porn Studies, what does that mean for the 
practice of ‘stumping’, the insertion of a person’s arm or leg stump 
into a vagina or anus?® 

In 2018, Nepal banned digital porn in response to protests against 
an increase in sexual assaults against women. The list of 24,000 
banned websites included those encouraging sex positivity, sex edu- 
cation and queer platforms. ‘° 

In 2007, the then Australian prime minister John Howard 
launched an ‘emergency’ intervention in response to a report, 
commissioned by the Northern Territory Government, which 
found a high incidence of child abuse in Aboriginal communities. 
The report called for increased provision of social services and for 
greater sensitivity to the way a history of colonial violence and dis- 
possession had shaped contemporary Aboriginal culture. Instead, 
Howard staged a military occupation of the Northern Territories, 
and introduced a total ban on the possession and dissemina- 
tion of porn. Australia, where Aboriginal people make up only 
3 per cent of the total population, is the ninth-biggest consumer of 
porn on PornHub. Australians view videos tagged with ‘rough sex’ 
88 per cent more often than the rest of the world on average.” 
There is no ban on the consumption of pornography by white 
Australians. 


A ttempts to legislate against porn — like attempts to legislate 
against sex work generally — invariably harm the women who 
financially depend on it the most. Free sites like PornHub are driven 
by pirated content uploaded by users. While porn production houses 
can request removal of pirated material, in practice they can never 


keep up with the rate at which it is uploaded. In turn, professional 
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porn producers are watching their margins shrink; free porn sites 
pull an estimated two billion dollars out of the industry each year.” 
The cost of the shift of money and power away from porn produc- 
tion towards techno-piracy has been borne largely by women per- 
formers. Today, a porn actress in California’s San Fernando Valley, 
the centre of the world’s largest porn industry, stays in the business 
for an average of four to six months, and graduates to higher-paying 
hardcore sex acts, like anal, much more quickly than performers of 
earlier generations.” 

In 2020, mass unemployment caused by the Covid-19 pandemic 
brought tens of thousands of new performers into the porn industry 
via cam sites, where ‘models’, of all sexes, offer live-streamed sex 
performances (and a lot of talking therapy) for individual paying 
clients. In March 2020, CamSoda reported a 37 per cent increase in 
new model sign-ups; ManyVids reported a 69 per cent increase.” 
OnlyFans reported that 60,000 new models had signed up in the 
first two weeks of March alone.” Typically, camgirls and boys keep 
only about half of the revenue they generate. The LA-based cam 
site IsMyGirl offered McDonald’s employees, who were set to be 
fired without sick pay, a special deal: ‘an exclusive offer to earn 
90 per cent of their proceeds (after credit card processing)’. Evan 
Seinfeld, the founder of IsMyGirl, said: “Of course, it’s up to them 
to make good content and to know how to engage with their fans. 
We have great stories from women who were living out of their cars 
who are making $10,000 a month.’”* 

Former McDonald’s employees, like workers everywhere, would 
be better off if they had access to adequate unemployment benefits, 
healthcare that wasn’t attached to employment, and secure housing 
that didn’t require them to work out of their cars. Not to mention 
employers who didn’t skim 50 per cent of the revenue they gener- 
ate as profit. But would the tens of thousands of recently unem- 
ployed, homeless women with no health insurance who have turned 
to porn be better off if they were also breaking the law? 
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Whatever the law says, porn is going to be made, bought and sold. 
What should matter most to feminists is not what the law says about 
porn, but what the law does for and to the women who work in it. 


ot one of my students, in the now several years I have been teach- 
N ing seminars on porn, has suggested using legislation to mitigate 
its effects. This isn’t because my students are free speech fanatics. It’s 
because they are pragmatists. They instinctively know that the internet 
cannot be contained, and that blocking access to it may work on mem- 
bers of older, less savvy generations, but not on theirs. They know that 
they aren’t just the consumers but also increasingly the producers of 
porn: that the de facto target of such legislation won’t be Larry Flynt 
but young people for whom uploading a sex video is on a continuum 
with taking a selfie. They are wary of the criminalisation of sex work, 
not because they condone the men who buy sex, but because they 
know that the ones hurt most by criminalising the sale of sex are the 
women who already exist at the margins of society. 

When it comes to porn, my students think bad speech must be 
battled with better speech. Like Stoya, they blame inadequate sex 
education for the authority that porn wields over them and their 
lives. In their view, porn has the power to teach them the truth 
about sex not because the state has failed to legislate, but because 
the state has failed in its basic responsibility to educate. 


n one sense they are plainly right. Only 25 per cent of young 

Britons report having had sex education that was ‘good’ or ‘very 
good’.” Meanwhile just 41 per cent of British teachers say they 
have received adequate training in ways to teach about sex.” As of 
September 2020, the British mandatory curriculum broadened to 
include same-sex relationships, sexual assault and ‘porn literacy’, 
and parents will no longer be able to opt-out their children once 
they reach the age of fifteen. A petition with more than 118,000 sig- 


natures protested against the change, insisting that it was parents’ 
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‘fundamental right to teach their child’ about sex.” What these 
parents are missing is that their children are already being taught 
about sex, and not by them. 

In the US, only thirty of the fifty states mandate sex ed. Even 
in those states, individual school districts often decide what will 
be taught and what won’t.” This includes whether or not the stu- 
dents will be made aware of any sexual option other than abstinence; 
twenty-six states require that there must be a stress on abstinence 
whenever sex education is taught.” Girls who have abstinence educa- 
tion are more likely to have sex for the first time with a significantly 
older partner, and more likely to describe their first time having sex as 
unwanted.*° In the thirty-seven countries with available data between 
2011 and 2016, only 36 per cent of men and 30 per cent of women 
aged fifteen to twenty-four had learned about HIV-prevention.*! 

We need more, and better, sex education. But the appeal to edu- 
cation, like the appeal to the law, is often based on a misguided 
view of its transformative power. Where education is understood 
as Plato understood it — as the sum total of words and images and 
signs and tropes to which we are exposed from birth — it is true 
that the problem of porn is a problem of education. But when ‘sex 
education’ is understood as it typically is — as a formal programme 
of teaching conducted by schools — it is less clear that it can counter 
the ideological force of porn. Who teaches the teachers? If teachers 
are anything like ordinary people, a lot of them watch porn, includ- 
ing most of the men. (Recall MacKinnon’s comment about porn 
rendering male teachers ‘incapable of seeing their women students 
as their potential equals’. Recall the noticed thong.) Are we sur- 
prised when teachers have difficulty talking about the patriarchal 
construction of sex? Will any amount of ‘teacher training’ — short of 
full feminist consciousness-raising — change that? And which state is 
going to pay for that? 

Unlike porn, formal sex education really is speech, as a matter 
of fact rather than legal fiction. It is speech spoken by teachers, 


designed to convey information and to persuade students. Insofar 
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as sex education works on young people, it does so by appealing to 
their intellects — by asking them to deliberate, question and under- 
stand. In this, sex education, traditionally conceived, does not pro- 
pose to meet porn on its own ground. For porn does not inform, 
or persuade, or debate. Porn trains. It etches deep grooves in the 
psyche, forming powerful associations between arousal and selected 
stimuli, bypassing that part of us which pauses, considers, thinks. 
Those associations, strengthened through repetition, reinforce and 
reproduce the social meaning assigned by patriarchy to sexual differ- 
ence. This is especially true of filmed pornography, which harnesses 
the power of the most ideologically potent entertainment apparatus 
of all: the moving picture. The movie (pornographic or not), unlike 
the still image or book or audio recording, needs nothing from us — 
no input, no elaboration. It requires only our enthralled attention, 
which we are compelled to give, and give willingly. In front of the 
porn film, the imagination halts and gives way, overtaken by its 
simulacrum of reality. The browser window is transformed into a 
window onto the world, the pornworld, in which slick bodies fuck 
and are fucked for their own pleasure. Any arousal the viewer expe- 
riences, and any use of the film the viewer makes in masturbation, is 
incidental to what unfolds in that world. The pleasures afforded by 
the porn film asa film are those afforded by any other: the pleasures 
of looking and listening. 

Except that, in reality, there is no pornworld and no window 
onto it, and there is nothing incidental about the pleasures we take 
from porn. Porn is an elaborate construction designed to get the 
viewer off. That the sex in it might be real, and that the pleasure 
sometimes is too, doesn’t change this. Obviously, mainstream porn 
offers the pleasures of looking at the woman’s body on display, its 
orifices, one by one, awaiting penetration: mouth, vagina, anus. 
But, more than this, it offers the pleasures of ego-identification. For 
mainstream porn depicts a very particular kind of sexual schema — 
in which, on the whole, women are hungry for the assertion of 


male sexual power — and then assigns to the viewer a particular 
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focus of identification within it. Mainstream porn is made for men, 
not merely in the sense that it is overwhelmingly men who con- 
sume porn, but in the sense that its visual logic compels the viewer 
to project himself onto what Laura Mulvey, in her groundbreaking 
essay from 1975, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, calls ‘his 
screen surrogate’: the male actor.*’ The civil libertarians who say 
that porn expresses a viewpoint are more correct than they know. 
The camera in porn doesn’t linger on the man’s face, if it’s shown at 
all; very often the camera is positioned so as to replicate his point 
of view. Where the male body is pictured, it is an active body, the 
agent of the film’s action, the source of its motive desire and narra- 
tive progression. The only part of the male body to be given any real 
screen time is the erect penis — a stand-in for the viewer’s own. (Of 
course, this surrogate penis is larger and harder than the viewer’s, a 
fact that the film enables him to forget, at least for its duration. As 
Mulvey writes: ‘A male movie star’s glamorous characteristics are 

. .not those of the erotic object of the gaze, but those of the more 
perfect, more complete, more powerful ideal ego.) Canonically 
and near-invariably, the porn film ends with the penis ejaculating — 
‘If you don’t have the come shots, you don’t have a porno picture,’ 
instructed the Film Maker’s Guide to Pornography (1977)** — onto the 
woman's body, which is pinned by the camera’s gaze. If the viewer 
times things right — online, unlike in the cinema, one can always 
pause, fast-forward, rewind — it becomes his semen on her face and 
breasts. 


\ X J here is the woman viewer in all this? The defenders of main- 

stream porn like to remind us that many consumers of main- 
stream porn are women. But that doesn’t tell us what porn does or 
doesn’t do for the women who watch it. We can assume they get off 
on it. But who or what are they identifying with? Most obviously, 
women who watch mainstream porn identify with the women they 
see on screen, the ones whose sexual pleasure is mediated through 


the display of male desire and its satisfaction through physical and 
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psychic dominance: through ordering, demanding, shoving, pound- 
ing. These viewers ‘take it in the eye’, as Carol Clover puts it.** But 
women viewers of porn can also identify with the men on screen, 
becoming the ones, for once, doing the ordering, demanding, shov- 
ing and pounding. Ellen Willis asks: ‘When a woman is aroused by a 
rape fantasy, is she perhaps identifying with the rapist as well as the 
victim?’®> Willis’s ‘perhaps’ is too weak: this form of sex-inverted 
identification is presumably very common, perhaps just as common 
as the conventional form. The woman’s identification as a viewer 
might oscillate between male agent and female object.* It is easy to 
see why many women — and not just the ones dealing with a history 
of sexual trauma — might find something salutary in a phantasmic 
role reversal. So too there might be something salutary in identify- 
ing, in the case of rape porn, with the actress who willingly con- 
sents to a performance of non-consensual sex. 

Likewise, there may be salutary possibilities in sexual objecti- 
fication. Jennifer Nash argues that feminists like Alice Walker and 
Patricia Hill Collins have been too quick to condemn mainstream 
porn featuring black women for its contribution to black women’s 
racial and sexual subordination. For, Nash says, such depictions can 
‘represent blackness as a locus of pleasure and sexual arousal’ for 
both the white male and black female viewer.*” (Absence from porn 
might be as much a sign of oppression as presence: is the fact that 
there is relatively little porn fetishising Native American, Aboriginal 
or Dalit women evidence that they are not oppressed?) Nash’s argu- 
ment echoes the legal philosopher Leslie Green’s discussion of main- 
stream gay male porn. Although much of it recycles tropes of masc 
domination and fem submission from straight porn, Green argues 
that it can nonetheless give gay men — for whom being denied the 
status of sexually desirable objects is a ‘motif experience’ —‘a robust 
sense of their own objectivity’. Without such a sense, Green says, 
a male ‘gay sexuality still can be spiritual, political or intellectual. 
What it cannot be is hot, wet or fun. 88 
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This is all surely right. Anti-porn feminists are too confident in 
their assumption that images of sexual and racial domination on 
screen can do nothing but exacerbate sexual and racial domination 
off the screen. The simplicity of this picture is undone, not least, by 
the notoriously unruly unconscious: who can be sure what it will 
make of what the conscious mind deems ‘good’ and ‘bad’? That said, 
it is interesting how few if any pro-porn theorists suggest that men 
who watch rape porn identify with the raped woman, or that white 
men who watch interracial porn identify with the black woman. 

Still we can ask: why does the woman viewer have to become a 
man to exert power? Why does the fem gay man or black woman 
need to watch someone who looks like them be bent over and fucked 
to know that they, in their femness or blackness, are desirable? I am 
not saying the need is not real, or that sexist and racist porn cannot 
be repurposed to serve it. I am asking why the need exists in the first 
place, and what it tells us about how far the power of porn can be 
subverted or diverted. I am asking that we do not confuse the neces- 


sities of negotiation under oppression with the signs of emancipation. 


Je also asking that we don’t discount the power of the porno- 
graphic mainstream. The internet meme ‘Rule 34’ states ‘If it 
exists, there is porn of it. No exceptions.’ It’s true, near enough. 
Even on the biggest porn sites one can find things to suit recherche 
or even politically refreshing tastes: porn with elderly performers 
or performers with visible disabilities, porn where women peg men, 
balloon porn, Star Trek porn. But that doesn’t mean that the porn- 
world is a place of free idiosyncratic desire and personal kink. Porn, 
like all cultural forms, has strong trends and through-lines. Of the 
top twenty most popular stars on PornHub in 2017, all but two were 
white, and all were slim, able-bodied, fem, cis and waxed to pre- 
pubescent hairlessness.*” Piper Perri, ranked number seventeen, 
is ninety pounds and 4'10", the same height — coincidentally? — as 
Nabokov’s Lolita. She has braces on her perfectly straight teeth, and 
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looks no older than fourteen. (A proposal for Rule 35: Whatever’s 
ugly in our sexual politics, it’s wildly popular in porn.) 

But free online porn doesn’t just reflect pre-existing sexual 
tastes. Sites like PornHub are driven by sophisticated algorithms, 
built on the same logic that powers YouTube and Amazon. These 
algorithms learn and then shape users’ preferences based on the 
data they collect: not just search histories, but also their location, 
gender and the times of day they’re most likely to be online. In turn, 
the algorithm gives users what others in their demographic like to 
watch, bringing their sexual tastes into conformity. What’s more, 
the algorithm teaches users to think about sex itself in prescribed 
categories. As Shira Tarrant, author of The Pornography Industry, 
observes: ‘If you are interested in something like double oral, and 
you put that into a browser, you're going to get two women giv- 
ing one guy a blowjob . . . you’re not likely to get two men or two 
people giving a woman oral sex.’ She adds: ‘Online-porn users don’t 
necessarily realize that their porn-use patterns are largely molded 
by a corporation.” Thanks to PornHub’s algorithmic categories, 
porn actresses who are too old to feature in the ‘teen’ category and 
too young for ‘MILF’ — that is, actresses between twenty-three and 
thirty — now find it extremely difficult to get booked for shoots. 


P orn is powerful. The hope that it can be neutered through edu- 
cation doesn’t take seriously enough the power it has — not as 
speech, but as film. The creators of feminist and indie queer porn 
tacitly know this. What they offer, in a sense, is an alternative form 
of sex education, which seeks to reveal, and revel in, the sexiness 
of bodies, acts and distributions of power that do not conform to 
heterosexist, racist and ableist erotic standards. In 1984, Candida 
Royalle set up Femme Productions, the first feminist porn pro- 
duction house. Royalle avoided money shots (‘as an actress, I had 
asked, “Why are they in there?” They said: “To prove it’s really hap- 


pening.”’”), and having consulted sex therapists on ways to avoid 
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reinforcing rape myths, contextualised scenes of coercive sex with 
conversations about consent between the actors. 

Following Royalle’s lead, today a new generation of porn produ- 
cers and performers seek to make porn that resists hegemonic 
understandings of which bodies and acts are arousing and whose 
pleasure matters. (It’s easy to forget, but in almost all mainstream 
porn men have real orgasms and women fake it.) Erika Lust, a 
feminist porn director and producer based in Barcelona, credits 
her move into indie porn to Linda Williams’s academic treatise on 
pornographic film, Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the ‘Frenzy of the 
Visible’ (1989).” Lust’s films are beautiful to look at, narratively 
and emotionally complex, and driven by an egalitarian ethos of 
pleasure-seeking. To see the trailers, you'd think they were arthouse 
movies, which in a way is exactly what they are. 

Shine Louise Houston is a black queer porn director with a film 
degree from the San Francisco Art Institute, whose film The Crash Pad 
(2005) is a ‘dyke porn’ cult classic. Houston is known for her repre- 
sentation of queer and non-white sexual agency. Her actors decide 
what it is they want to do together instead of following a script, and 
each is paid the same flat fee regardless of the sex acts they perform, 
bucking a market that normally enforces a strict financial hierar- 
chy: anal over vaginal penetration, double penetration over single, 
and straight over lesbian sex. The actors in Houston’s online series, 
CrashPadSeries.com, describe themselves variously as non-binary 
butch femmes, witches, trans lesbians, transdykes, ‘non-human 
women’, bears, genderqueer unicorns, butch futch trans girl enby 
dykes, sex nerds, and ftM sadist sexual omnivores. The episodes are 
accompanied by content warnings (in the case of ‘consensual non- 
consensual sex’) and ‘behind the scenes’ footage in which the actors 
debrief after shooting. 

The porn industry in Japan — among the largest in the world — 
has suffered (as it has everywhere else) from the availability of free 
and uncensored porn.” But there is a huge appetite for woman- 


directed, if not self-consciously feminist, porn for women.”* 
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The problem, simply put, is that feminist and indie porn movies 
are rarely free. And even if they were — say, if states subsidised their 
directors and actors as part of a programme of gender and racial 
equality —it would hardly fly as formal sex education. Indeed, in many 
jurisdictions, it would be illegal to show anyone under eighteen this 
material, or even encourage them to watch it. (This is also a serious 
problem for any attempt to teach ‘porn literacy’ in schools: how do 
you teach people to read texts you can’t show them?) Among my 
own students, all of them over eighteen, the prospect of a different 
kind of porn is greeted by some with enthusiasm. But many feel 
that it’s too late for them, that they are already too old to reconfig- 
ure their desires. Children of the internet, with its infinite variety, 
somehow they find all but one possibility foreclosed. 


he argument that what young people need is better and more 
diverse representations of sex is, with the rise of internet 
porn, heard increasingly often. Beyond the difficulties of delivering 
such a thing, there is a more principled reservation. The demand for 
better representation leaves in place the logic of the screen, accord- 
ing to which sex must be mediated; and the imagination is limited 
to imitation, riffing on what it has already absorbed. Perhaps, today, 
the logic of the screen is inescapable. If that is so, then ‘better rep- 
resentation’ is indeed the best we can hope for. 
But something is lost here. While filmed sex seemingly opens up 
a world of sexual possibility, all too often it shuts down the sexual 
imagination, making it weak, dependent, lazy, codified. The sexual 
imagination is transformed into a mimesis-machine, incapable of 
generating its own novelty. In Intercourse (1987) Andrea Dworkin 
warned of just this: 


Imagination is not a synonym for sexual fantasy, which is only — 


pathetically — a programmed tape loop repeating repeating in the 


narcoleptic mind. Imagination finds new meanings, new forms; 
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complex and empathetic values and acts. The person with imagi- 
nation is pushed forward by it into a world of possibility and risk, 
a distinct world of meaning and choice; not into a nearly bare 
junkyard of symbols manipulated to evoke rote responses.” 


If sex education sought to endow young people not just with 
better ‘rote responses’ but with an emboldened sexual imagina- 
tion — the capacity to bring forth ‘new meanings, new forms’ — it 
would have to be, I think, a kind of negative education. It wouldn’t 
assert its authority to tell the truth about sex, but rather remind 
young people that the authority on what sex is, and could become, 
lies with them. Sex can, if they choose, remain as generations before 
them have chosen: violent, selfish and unequal. Or sex can — if they 
choose — be something more joyful, more equal, freer. How such a 
negative education is to be achieved is unclear. There are no laws to 
draft, no easy curriculums to roll out. Rather than more speech or 
more images, it is their onslaught that would have to be arrested. 
Perhaps then the sexual imagination could be coaxed, even briefly, 
to recall its lost power. 
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n 23 May 2014, Elliot Rodger, a twenty-two-year-old college 

dropout, became the world’s most famous incel. The term — 
short for ‘involuntary celibate’ — can, in theory, be applied to both 
men and women, but in practice it picks out not sexless men in gen- 
eral, but a certain kind of sexless man: the kind who is convinced 
he is owed sex, and is enraged by the women who deprive him 
of it. Rodger stabbed to death his two housemates, Weihan Wang 
and Cheng Hong, and their friend, George Chen, as they entered 
his apartment on Seville Road in Isla Vista, California. A few hours 
later he drove to the Alpha Phi sorority house near the campus of 
UC Santa Barbara. He shot three women outside, killing two of 
them, Katherine Cooper and Veronika Weiss. Rodger then went 
on a drive-by shooting spree through Isla Vista, killing Christopher 
Michaels-Martinez, also a student at UCSB, with a single bullet to 
the chest inside a deli, and wounding fourteen others. He eventu- 
ally crashed his BMW coupe into a parked car, after shooting him- 
self in the head. He was found dead by the police. 
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In the hours between murdering three men in his apartment and 
driving to Alpha Phi, Rodger went to Starbucks, ordered coffee, 
and uploaded a video, ‘Elliot Rodger’s Retribution’, to his YouTube 
channel. He also emailed a 107,000-word memoir-manifesto, ‘My 
Twisted World: The Story of Elliot Rodger’, to a group of people 
including his parents and his therapist. Together these two documents 
detail the massacre to come and Rodger’s motivations. ‘All I ever 
wanted was to fit in and live a happy life, he explains at the begin- 
ning of ‘My Twisted World’, ‘but I was cast out and rejected, forced 
to endure an existence of loneliness and insignificance, all because the 
females of the human species were incapable of seeing the value in me.’ 

He goes on to describe his privileged and happy early childhood 
in England — Rodger was the son of a successful British film-maker — 
followed by his privileged and unhappy adolescence in Los Angeles as 
a short, bad-at-sports, shy, weird, friendless kid, desperate to be cool. 
He writes of dyeing his hair blond (Rodger was half white and half 
Malaysian Chinese; blond people were ‘so much more beautiful’); 
of finding ‘sanctuary’ in Halo and World of Warcraft; being shoved 
by a pretty girl at summer camp (‘That was the first experience of 
female cruelty I endured, and it traumatised me to no end’); becom- 
ing incensed by the sex lives of his peers (‘How could an inferior, 
ugly black boy be able to get a white girl and not me? I am beautiful, 
and I am half white myself. I am descended from British aristocracy. 
He is descended from slaves’); dropping out of successive schools and 
then community college; and fantasising about a political order in 
which he ruled the world and sex was outlawed (‘All women must 
be quarantined like the plague they are’). The necessary result of all 
this, Rodger said, was his “War on Women’, in the course of which he 
would ‘punish all females’ for the crime of depriving him of sex. He 
would target the Alpha Phi sorority, ‘the hottest sorority of UCSB’, 
because it contained ‘the very girls who represent everything I hate 
in the female gender . . . hot, beautiful blonde girls . . . spoiled, 
heartless, wicked bitches’. He would show everyone that he was ‘the 


superior one’. 
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Late in 2017, the online discussion forum Reddit closed down its 
40,000-member ‘Incel’ support group, for those ‘who lack roman- 
tic relationships and sex’. Reddit took the action after introducing a 
new policy of prohibiting content that “encourages, glorifies, incites 
or calls for violence’. What had started out as a support group for 
the lonely and sexually isolated had become a forum whose users 
not only raged against women and the ‘noncels’ and ‘normies’ who 
got to sleep with them, but also frequently advocated rape. A second 
incel Reddit group, “Truecels’, was also banned following the site’s 
policy change. Its sidebar had read: ‘No encouraging or inciting vio- 
lence, or other illegal activities such as rape. But of course it is OK 
to say, for example, that rape should have a lighter punishment or 
even that it should be legalised and that slutty women deserve rape.’ 

Soon after Rodger’s killings, incels took to the manosphere to explain 
that women (and feminism) were in the end responsible for what had 
happened. Had one of those ‘wicked bitches’ just fucked Elliot Rodger 
he wouldn’t have had to kill anyone. Feminist commentators were 
quick to point out what should have been obvious: that no woman 
was obliged to have sex with Rodger; that his sense of sexual entitle- 
ment was a case study in patriarchal ideology; that his actions were a 
predictable if extreme response to the thwarting of that entitlement. 
They could have added that feminism, far from being Rodger’s enemy, 
may well be the primary force resisting the very system that made him 
feel — as a short, clumsy, effeminate, interracial boy — inadequate. His 
manifesto reveals that it was overwhelmingly boys, not girls, who bul- 
lied him: who pushed him into lockers, called him a loser, made fun of 
him for his virginity. But it was the girls who deprived him of sex, and 
the girls, therefore, who had to be destroyed. 

Could it also be said that Rodger’s unfuckability was a symptom 
of the internalisation of patriarchal norms of male sexual attractive- 
ness on the part of women? The answer to that question is compli- 
cated by two things. First, Rodger was a creep, and it was at least 
partly his insistence on his own aesthetic, moral and racial superior- 
ity, and whatever it was in him that made him capable of stabbing 
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his housemates and their friend a total of 134 times, not his failure 
to meet the demands of heteromasculinity, that kept women away. 
Second, plenty of non-homicidal nerdy guys get laid. Indeed, part of 
the injustice of patriarchy, something unnoticed by incels and other 
‘men’s rights activists’, is the way it makes even supposedly unattrac- 
tive categories of men attractive: geeks, nerds, effete men, old men, 
men with ‘dad bods’. Meanwhile there are sexy schoolgirls and sexy 
teachers, manic pixie dream girls and MILFs, but they’re all taut- 
bodied and hot, minor variations on the same normative paradigm. 
(Can we imagine GQ carrying an article celebrating ‘mom bod’?) 

That said, it’s true that the kind of women Rodger wanted to have 
sex with — hot sorority blondes — don’t as a rule date men like Rodger, 
even the non-creepy, non-homicidal ones, at least not until they make 
their fortune in Silicon Valley. It’s also true that this has something to 
do with the rigid gender norms enforced by patriarchy: alpha females 
want alpha males. And it’s true that Rodger’s desires — his erotic fixa- 
tion on the ‘spoiled, stuck-up, blonde slut’— are themselves a function 
of patriarchy, as is the way the ‘hot blonde slut’ becomes a metonym 
for all women. (Many in the manosphere gleefully pointed out that 
Rodger didn’t even succeed in killing the women he lusted after, as if 
in final confirmation of his ‘omega’ sexual status: Katherine Cooper 
and Veronika Weiss were non ‘hot blondes’ from Delta Delta Delta 
who just happened to be passing by the Alpha Phi house.) Feminist 
commentary on Elliot Rodger and the incel phenomenon more 
broadly has said much about male sexual entitlement, objectification 
and violence. But so far it has said little about desire: men’s desire, 
women’s desire, and the ideological shaping of both. 


t used to be the case that if you wanted a political critique of desire, 
feminism was where you would turn. A few decades ago femi- 
nists were nearly alone in thinking about the way sexual desire — its 
objects and expressions, fetishes and fantasies — is shaped by oppres- 
sion. The radical feminists of the late 1960s and 1970s demanded 


that we abandon the Freudian view that held sexual desire to be, 
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in the words of Catharine MacKinnon, ‘an innate primary natu- 
ral prepolitical unconditioned drive divided along the biological 
gender line’ .' Instead, they urged, we must recognise that it is patri- 
archy that makes sex, as we know it, what it is: a practice marked by 
male domination and female submission, whose constitutive emo- 
tions are, in MacKinnon’s formulation, ‘hostility and contempt, 
or arousal of master to slave, together with awe and vulnerability, 
or arousal of slave to master’.* For so-called ‘anti-sex’ feminists, 
that there were women who seemed capable of achieving pleasure 
under these conditions was a sign of how bad things were. For many 
of them, the solution lay in refusing sex and marriage with men. 
This was true, for example, of The Feminists, a women’s liberation 
group founded by Ti-Grace Atkinson in New York in 1969, which 
implemented a rule allowing no more than a third of its member- 
ship to be married to or living with a man. This quota represented 
The Feminists’ conviction that feminism ‘must not only deal with 
what women want’ but moreover ‘change what women want’ .? Cell 
16, a Boston-based group founded in 1968, practised sex separatism, 
celibacy and karate. Its first order of business was to read Valerie 
Solanas’s SCUM Manifesto, which declared that the 


female can easily — far more easily than she may think — condi- 
tion away her sex drive, leaving her completely cool and cerebral 
and free . . . when the female transcends her body . . . the male, 


whose ego consists of his cock, will disappear.* 


Echoing Solanas, Cell 16’s founder Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz observed 
that the ‘person who had been through the whole sex-scene, and then 
becomes by choice and revulsion, a celibate, is the most lucid person.” 

While all radical feminists of the late 1960s and early 1970s saw 
sex as a construction of patriarchy, some pushed back, from the 
beginning, against the idea that women’s desires had to be brought 
into line with their politics. As Alice Echols details in Daring to be 
Bad (1989), her study of radical feminism in the US, self-proclaimed 


77 


THE RIGHT TO SEX 


‘pro-woman’ feminists saw sex and marriage with men as both a 
legitimate desire and a strategic necessity for most women — a means 
of acquiring political power or just surviving — rather than a symptom 
of patriarchal indoctrination. What women needed wasn’t liberation 
from the deluded desire for heterosexual marriage, but that hetero- 
sexual marriage be reconceived on more equal terms.° The mani- 
festo of the radical feminist group Redstockings, founded in 1969 by 
Shulamith Firestone and Ellen Willis, insisted that ‘women’s submis- 
sion is not the result of brainwashing, stupidity, or mental illness but 
of continual, daily pressure from men. We do not need to change 
ourselves, but to change men.” It followed, for the Redstockings 
and other pro-woman feminists, that ‘personal solutionism’ — the 
idea that revolutionary possibilities were contained in the separa- 
tist practices of groups like Cell 16 and The Feminists — should be 
rejected. For pro-woman feminists, such militancy presupposed a 
false dichotomy between ‘true’ feminist women and the benighted 
women who, in their relations with men, betrayed the revolution- 
ary cause. In the view of pro-woman feminists, all women were 
engaged in acts of negotiation and accommodation; real liberation 
required structural, not personal, transformation. One prominent 
Redstocking is reported to have declared at a meeting: ‘We won't 
get off the plantation until the revolution!’* (As the choice of meta- 
phor might suggest, the Redstockings were, like most radical femi- 
nist groups, overwhelmingly white.) 

Pro-woman feminists likewise worried that anti-sex feminists, 
in their zeal to exorcise patriarchy, were colluding in the denial 
of women’s sexuality. They were not without grounds. Ellen Willis 
remembers Ti-Grace Atkinson attending a Redstockings meet- 
ing and saying ‘very patronizingly’ that sexual desire ‘was all in 
my head’.’ But despite their insistence on the reality of women’s 
sexual desires, pro-woman feminists on the whole had little inter- 
est in defending the legitimacy of desires beyond the confines of 
heterosexuality. They saw straight marriage as both pragmatically 
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necessary and intrinsically desirable, and accused lesbians of retreat- 
ing from the ‘sexual battlefield’ and alienating mainstream women. 
One gay woman who quit the Redstockings noted that the group 


‘was not too pro-woman when it came to Lesbians’ 10 


n their tendency towards homophobia, pro-woman feminists 

were, unusually, allied with anti-sex feminists, many of whom 
saw lesbians as ‘male-identified’ sexual threats to other women. 
When lesbian feminists began vociferously arguing for the com- 
patibility of their sexual identities with their politics, they did so 
by framing lesbianism as a matter of political solidarity rather than 
innate sexual orientation. The Furies, a radical lesbian collective 
founded in Washington DC in 1971, declared that ‘lesbianism is not 
a matter of sexual preference, but rather one of political choice 
which every woman must make if she is to . . . end male suprem- 
acy." The anti-sex feminist case for celibacy was thus repurposed 
as an argument for lesbianism, albeit of a very particular kind. As 
political lesbians began to be seen as the vanguard of the women’s 
liberation movement, pro-woman feminists accused them, as they 
had anti-sex feminists before, of being more interested in personal 
transformation than political confrontation. In response, political 
lesbians accused pro-woman feminists of propping up male power. 

In the UK a similar pattern played out. The inaugural National 
Women’s Liberation Movement Conference took place at Ruskin 
College in Oxford in 1970. From the beginning, the British second 
wave was intellectually and politically dominated by socialist femi- 
nists like Juliet Mitchell, Sally Alexander and Sheila Rowbotham, 
who regarded the fight against capitalist exploitation as central to 
women’s emancipation, and male leftists as important (if imper- 
fect) allies. Some feminists dissented, setting up separatist wom- 
en’s houses and groups. But it wasn’t until 1977 that a decisive rift 
emerged between socialist feminists and those feminists who saw 
men, not capitalism, as the fundamental enemy. At the ninth Women’s 


Liberation Movement Conference, this time held in London, Sheila 
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Jeffreys gave a paper titled ‘The Need for Revolutionary Feminism’, 
in which she took socialist feminists to task for not recognising that 
male violence rather than capitalist exploitation lay at the founda- 
tion of women’s oppression, and for making ‘reformist’ demands 
like socialised childcare.” ‘The women’s liberation movement is, 
and should be seen to be, a threat,’ Jeffreys said, ‘and I cannot see 
that it serves a useful purpose to represent it as mixed Tupperware 
party with men doing the coffee? A vocal minority of English 
feminists rallied around Jeffreys, forming separatist groups like 
the Leeds Revolutionary Feminist Group, famous for its pamphlet 
‘Political Lesbianism: The Case against Heterosexuality’. At the fol- 
lowing year’s conference in Birmingham, revolutionary feminists 
submitted a proposal to abolish the six demands that the WLM had 
committed to at previous conferences, on the grounds that ‘it is 
ridiculous for us to demand anything from a patriarchal state — from 
men — who are the enemy. * The proposal was left off the plenary 
agenda — deliberately, claimed the revolutionary feminists. When it 
was finally read aloud it was met with fierce opposition by socialist 
feminists, in turn leading the revolutionary feminists to protest by 
disrupting other speakers and singing. The two factions went on to 
wrangle bitterly over whether male sexual violence was a symptom 
of ‘male supremacy’ or of other social ills such as class oppression, 
and whether lesbian sexuality should be afforded special protec- 
tion by feminists. As the session wore on, little could be heard over 
the shouting; microphones were wrenched from speakers’ hands; 
many women left in frustration and disgust. The Birmingham con- 
ference was the tenth and last of the National Women’s Liberation 
Movement conferences.” 

As the women’s liberation movement unfolded through the 
1970s and into the 1980s, these battle lines hardened. From the 
mid-1970s onwards, anti-sex feminists in the US, and toa lesser extent 
revolutionary feminists in the UK, became increasingly focused 
on the issue of pornography, which came to symbolise for some 
feminists the whole of patriarchy. (In keeping with the theme of 
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feminist homophobia, anti-porn feminists were, on the whole, also 
virulently opposed to lesbian sadomasochism, which they thought 
recapitulated patriarchal dynamics.) Many feminists, most notably 
Ellen Willis, found the preoccupation with porn troubling for the 
same reasons that pro-woman feminists had objected to militant 
celibacy: namely, that it colluded in the repression of women’s 
sexuality. But many feminists also wanted to distance themselves 
from the pro-woman line that the ideal state for most women 
was monogamous heterosexual marriage. Threading between the 
poles of pro-woman and anti-sex feminism, Willis led the way 
in the development of what came to be called ‘pro-sex’ or ‘sex- 
positive’ feminism. In her classic essay from 1981, ‘Lust Horizons: Is 
the Women’s Movement Pro-Sex?’, Willis argued that both pro- 
woman and anti-sex feminism reinforced the conservative idea that 
men desire sex while women merely put up with it, an idea whose 
‘chief social function’ was to curtail women’s autonomy in areas 
outside the bedroom (or the alleyway). Both forms of feminism, 
Willis wrote, asked “women to accept a spurious moral superiority 
as a substitute for sexual pleasure, and curbs on men’s sexual free- 
dom as a substitute for real power. ® Drawing inspiration from the 
contemporaneous LGBT rights movement, Willis and other pro- 
sex feminists insisted that women were sexual subjects in their own 
right, whose acts of consent — saying yes and saying no — were mor- 
ally dispositive. 

Since Willis, the case for pro-sex feminism has been buttressed by 
feminism’s turn towards intersectionality. Thinking about the ways 
patriarchal oppression is inflected by race and class has made femi- 
nists reluctant to make universal prescriptions, including universal 
sexual policies. The demand for equal access to the workplace will 
be more resonant for white, middle-class women who have been 
expected to stay home than it will be for the black and working- 
class women who have always been expected to labour alongside 
men. Similarly, sexual self-objectification may mean one thing for 


a woman who, by virtue of her whiteness, already conforms to the 
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paradigm of female beauty, but quite another thing for a black or 
brown woman, ora trans woman. The turn towards intersectionality 
has also deepened feminist discomfort with thinking in terms of 
false consciousness: that’s to say, with the idea that women who 
have sex with and marry men have internalised the patriarchy. The 
important thing now, it is broadly thought, is to take women at 
their word. If a woman says she enjoys working in porn, or being 
paid to have sex with men, or engaging in rape fantasies, or wearing 
stilettos — and even that she doesn’t just enjoy these things but 
finds them emancipatory, part of her feminist praxis — then we are 
required, many feminists think, to trust her. This is not merely an 
epistemic claim: that a woman’s saying something about her own 
experience gives us strong, though perhaps not indefeasible, reason 
to think it true. It is also, or perhaps primarily, an ethical claim: a 
feminism that trades too freely in notions of self-deception is a fem- 


inism that risks dominating the subjects it presumes to liberate. 


he case made by Willis in ‘Lust Horizons’ has so far proved 

the enduring one. Since the 1980s, the wind has been behind 
a feminism which does not moralise about women’s sexual desires, 
and which insists that acting on those desires is morally constrained 
only by the boundaries of consent. Sex is no longer morally prob- 
lematic or unproblematic: it is instead merely wanted or unwanted. 
In this sense, the norms of sex are like the norms of capitalist free 
exchange. What matters is not what conditions give rise to the 
dynamics of supply and demand — why some people need to sell 
their labour while others buy it — but only that both buyer and seller 
have agreed to the transfer. It would be too easy, though, to say that 
sex positivity represents the co-option of feminism by liberalism. 
Generations of feminists and gay and lesbian activists have fought 
hard to free sex from shame, stigma, coercion, abuse and unwanted 
pain. It has been essential to this project to stress that there are 
limits to what can be understood about sex from the outside, that 


sexual acts can have private meanings which cannot be grasped 
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from a public perspective, that there are times when we must take 
it on trust that a particular instance of sex is OK, even when we 
can’t imagine any way it could be. Thus feminism finds itself not 
only questioning the liberal distinction between the public and the 
private, but also insisting on it. 

Yet it would be disingenuous to make nothing of the conver- 
gence, however unintentional, between sex positivity and liberal- 
ism in their shared reluctance to interrogate the formation of our 
desires. Third-wave feminists are right to say, for example, that 
sex work is work, and can be better work than the menial labour 
undertaken by most women. And they are right to say that what sex 
workers need are legal and material protections, safety and security, 
not rescue or rehabilitation. But to understand what sort of work 
sex work is — just what physical and psychical acts are being bought 
and sold, and why it is overwhelmingly women who do it, and over- 
whelmingly men who pay for it — surely we have to say something 
about the political formation of male desire. And surely there will 
be related things to say about other forms of women’s work: teach- 
ing, nursing, caring, mothering. To say that sex work is ‘just work’ is 
to forget that all work — men’s work, women’s work — is never just 
work: it is also sexed. 

Willis concludes ‘Lust Horizons’ by saying that for her it is ‘axi- 
omatic that consenting partners have a right to their sexual proclivi- 
ties, and that authoritarian moralism has no place’ in feminism. And 
yet, she goes on, ‘a truly radical movement must look . . . beyond 
the right to choose, and keep focusing on the fundamental ques- 
tions. Why do we choose what we choose? What would we choose 
if we had a real choice?’ This may seem an extraordinary reversal 
on Willis’s part. After laying out the ethical case for taking our sex- 
ual preferences, whatever they may be, as fixed points, protected 
from moral inquisition, Willis tells us that a ‘truly radical’ feminism 
would ask precisely the question that gives rise to ‘authoritarian 
moralism’: what would women’s sexual choices look like if they 
were really free? One might feel that Willis has given with one hand 
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and taken away with the other. But perhaps she has given with both. 
Here, she tells us, is a task for feminism: to treat as axiomatic our 
free sexual choices, while also seeing why, as ‘anti-sex’ and lesbian 
feminists have always said, such choices, under patriarchy, are rarely 
free. What I am suggesting is that, in our rush to do the former, 


feminists risk forgetting to do the latter. 


hen we see consent as the sole constraint on ethically OK 

sex, we are pushed towards a naturalisation of sexual pref- 
erence in which the rape fantasy becomes a primordial rather than 
a political fact. But not only the rape fantasy. Consider the supreme 
fuckability of “hot blonde sluts’ and East Asian women, the com- 
parative unfuckability of black women and Asian men, the fetishisa- 
tion and fear of black male sexuality, the sexual disgust expressed 
towards disabled, trans and fat bodies. These facts about ‘fuckabil- 
ity’ — not whose bodies are seen as sexually available (in that sense 
black women, trans women and disabled women are all too fuck- 
able), but whose bodies confer status on those who have sex with 
them — are political facts. They are facts that a truly intersectional 
feminism should demand we take seriously. But the sex-positive 
gaze, unmoored from Willis’s call to ambivalence, threatens to neu- 
tralise these facts, treating them as pre-political givens. In other 
words, the sex-positive gaze risks covering not only for misogyny, 
but for racism, ableism, transphobia and every other oppressive sys- 
tem that makes its way into the bedroom through the seemingly 


innocuous mechanism of ‘personal preference’. 


¢ he beautiful torsos on Grindr are mostly Asian men hiding 

their faces, a gay friend of mine says. The next day I see on 
Facebook that Grindr has started a web series called ‘What the 
Flip?’ In its first three-minute episode, a beautiful, blue-haired 
East Asian guy and a well-groomed, good-looking white guy trade 
Grindr profiles. The results are predictably grim. The white guy, 
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now using the Asian guy’s profile, is hardly approached, and when 
he is it’s by men announcing that they’re ‘Rice Queens’ and like 
Asian men for being ‘good at bottoming’. When he ignores their 
messages, abuse is hurled at him. The Asian guy’s inbox, meanwhile, 
is inundated with admirers. Talking about it afterwards, the white 
guy expresses his shock, the Asian guy cheerful resignation. “You're 
not everybody’s cup of tea, but you’re going to be somebody’s,’ the 
white guy offers, feebly, before they hug it out. In the next episode, 
a ripped Ryan Gosling-type switches profiles with a pretty-faced 
chubby guy. In another episode a fem guy trades with a masc guy. 
The results are as one would expect.” 

The obvious irony of ‘What the Flip?’ is that Grindr, by its nature, 
encourages its users to divide the world into those who are and 
those who are not viable sexual objects according to crude mark- 
ers of identity — to think in terms of sexual ‘deal-breakers’ and 
‘requirements’. In so doing, Grindr simply deepens the discrimi- 
natory grooves along which our sexual desires already move. But 
online dating — and especially the abstracted interfaces of Tinder 
and Grindr, which distil attraction down to the essentials: face, 
height, weight, age, race, witty tagline — has arguably taken what is 
worst about the current state of sexuality and institutionalised it on 
our screens. ! 

A presupposition of ‘What the Flip?’ is that this is a peculiarly 
gay problem: that the gay male community is too superficial, too 
body-fascist, too judgy. The gay men in my life say this sort of thing 
all the time; they all feel bad about it, perpetrators and victims alike 
(most see themselves as both). I’m unconvinced. Can we imagine 
predominantly straight dating apps like Bumble or Tinder creating 
a web series that encouraged the straight ‘community’ to confront 
its sexual racism or fatphobia? If that is an unlikely prospect, it’s 
hardly because straight people aren’t body fascists or sexual racists. 
It’s because straight people — or, I should say, white, able-bodied cis 
straight people — aren’t much in the habit of thinking there’s any- 


thing wrong with how they have sex. By contrast, gay men — even 
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the beautiful, white, rich, able-bodied ones — know that who we 
have sex with, and how, is a political question. 

There are of course real risks associated with subjecting our 
sexual preferences to political scrutiny. We want feminism to be 
able to interrogate the grounds of desire, but without slut shaming, 
prudery or self-denial: without telling individual women that they 
don’t really know what they want, or can’t enjoy what they do in 
fact want, within the bounds of consent. Some feminists think this 
is impossible, since any openness to desire-critique will inevitably 
lead to authoritarian moralism. (We can think of such feminists as 
making the case for a kind of ‘sex positivity of fear’, just as Judith 
Shklar once made the case for a ‘liberalism of fear’ — that is, a liber- 
alism motivated by a fear of authoritarian alternatives.”) But there 
is a risk too that repoliticising desire will encourage a discourse of 
sexual entitlement. Talk of people who are unjustly sexually mar- 
ginalised or excluded can pave the way to the thought that these 
people have a right to sex, a right that is being violated by those 
who refuse to have sex with them. That view is galling: no one is 
under an obligation to have sex with anyone else. This too is axi- 
omatic. And this, of course, is what Elliot Rodger, like the legions of 
angry incels who celebrate him as a martyr, refused to see. On the 
now defunct Reddit group, a post titled ‘It should be legal for incels 
to rape women’ explained that ‘No starving man should have to 
go to prison for stealing food, and no sexually starved man should 
have to go to prison for raping a woman. It is a sickening false equiv- 
alence, which reveals the violent misconception at the heart of patri- 
archy. Some men are excluded from the sexual sphere for politically 
suspect reasons — including, perhaps, some of the men driven to vent 
their despair on anonymous forums — but the moment their unhap- 
piness is transmuted into a rage at the women ‘denying’ them sex, 
rather than at the systems that shape desire (their own and others’), 
they have crossed a line into something morally ugly and confused. 

In her shrewd essay ‘Men Explain Lolita to Me’, Rebecca Solnit 


reminds us that ‘you don’t get to have sex with someone unless they 
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want to have sex with you,’ just as ‘you don’t get to share someone’s 
sandwich unless they want to share their sandwich with you.’*° Not 
getting a bite of someone’s sandwich is ‘not a form of oppression 
either’, Solnit says. But the analogy complicates as much as it eluci- 
dates. Suppose your child came home from primary school and told 
you that the other children share their sandwiches with each other, 
but not with her. And suppose further that your child is brown, or 
fat, or disabled, or doesn’t speak English very well, and that you sus- 
pect this is the reason for her exclusion from the sandwich-sharing. 
Suddenly it hardly seems sufficient to say that none of the other 
children is obliged to share with your child, true as that might be. 
Sex is not a sandwich. While your child does not want to be 
shared with out of pity — just as no one really wants a mercy fuck, 
and certainly not from a racist or a transphobe — we wouldn't think 
it coercive were the teacher to encourage the other students to 
share with your daughter, or were they to institute an equal sharing 
policy. But a state that made analogous interventions in the sex- 
ual preference and practices of its citizens — that encouraged us to 
‘share’ sex equally — would probably be thought grossly authoritar- 
ian. (The utopian socialist Charles Fourier proposed a guaranteed 
‘sexual minimum’, akin to a guaranteed basic income, for every 
man and woman, regardless of age or infirmity; only once sexual 
deprivation has been eliminated, Fourier thought, could romantic 
relationships be truly free. This social service would be provided by 
an ‘amorous nobility’ who, Fourier said, ‘know how to subordinate 
love to the dictates of honour’.”') Of course, it matters just what 
those interventions would look like: disability activists, for example, 
have long called for more inclusive sex education in schools, and 
many would welcome regulation that ensured diversity in advertis- 
ing and the media. But to think that such measures would be enough 
to alter our sexual desires, to free them entirely from the grooves 
of discrimination, is naive. And whereas you can quite reasonably 
demand that a group of children share their sandwiches inclusively, 


you just can’t do the same with sex. What works in one case will 
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not work in the other. Sex isn’t a sandwich, and it isn’t really like 
anything else either. There is nothing else so riven with politics and 
yet so inviolably personal. For better or worse, we must find a way 


to take sex on its own terms. 


We contemporary feminism, these issues are much dis- 
cussed in relation to trans women, who often face sexual 
exclusion from lesbian cis women who at the same time claim to 
take them seriously as women. This phenomenon was named the 
‘cotton ceiling’ — ‘cotton’ as in underwear — by the trans porn 
actress and activist Drew DeVeaux. As many trans women have 
noted, the phrase is deeply unfortunate. While the ‘glass ceiling’ 
implies the violation of a woman’s right to advance on the basis 
of her work, the ‘cotton ceiling’ describes a lack of access to what 
no one is obligated to give. Yet simply to say to a trans woman, 
or a disabled woman, or an Asian man, ‘No one is required to 
have sex with you,’ is to skate over something crucial. There is no 
entitlement to sex, and everyone is entitled to want what they want, 
but personal preferences — NO DICKS, NO FEMS, NO FATS, 
NO BLACKS, NO ARABS, NO RICE NO SPICE, MASC-FOR- 
MASC ~ are rarely just personal. 

In a piece for n+/ in 2018, the feminist and trans theorist Andrea 
Long Chu argued that the trans experience, contrary to how we 
have become accustomed to think of it, “expresses not the truth of 
an identity but the force of a desire’. Being trans, she says, is “a mat- 


ter not of who one is, but of what one wants’. She goes on: 


I transitioned for gossip and compliments, lipstick and mascara, 
for crying at the movies, for being someone’s girlfriend, for let- 
ting her pay the check or carry my bags, for the benevolent chau- 
vinism of bank tellers and cable guys, for the telephonic intimacy 
of long-distance female friendship, for fixing my make-up in the 
bathroom flanked like Christ by a sinner on each side, for sex 
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toys, for feeling hot, for getting hit on by butches, for that secret 
knowledge of which dykes to watch out for, for Daisy Dukes, 
bikini tops, and all the dresses, and, my god, for the breasts. But 
now you begin to see the problem with desire: we rarely want 
the things we should.” 


This declaration, as Chu is well aware, threatens to bolster the argu- 
ment made by anti-trans feminists: that trans women equate, and 
conflate, womanhood with the trappings of traditional femininity, 
thereby strengthening the hand of patriarchy. Many trans women 
respond to this accusation by insisting that being trans is about iden- 
tity rather than desire: about already being a woman, rather than 
wanting to become a woman. (Once one recognises trans women as 
simply women, complaints that they reinforce gender stereotypes 
begin to look invidious, since one hears far fewer complaints about 
the ‘excessive femininity’ of cis women.) Chu’s response, by con- 
trast, is to insist that trans women are constituted by a desire to have 
something they currently lack: not just some abstract membership 
in the metaphysical category ‘woman’, but the specific trappings of 
a culturally constructed, and oppressive, femininity — Daisy Dukes, 
bikini tops and “benevolent chauvinism’. The right of trans women 
to have their identifications not only respected but also materially 
supported rests, for Chu, on the premise that ‘nothing good comes 
of forcing desire to conform to political principle’ . This is, she says, 
‘the true lesson of political lesbianism as a failed project’ .** What a 
truly liberatory feminism needs, in other words, is to fully exorcise 
the radical feminist ambition to stage a political critique of desire. 
The argument cuts both ways. If all desire must be insulated from 
political critique, then so must the desires that exclude and margin- 
alise trans women: not just erotic desires for certain kinds of body, 
but the desire not to share womanhood itself with the ‘wrong’ kinds 
of woman. The dichotomy between identity and desire, as Chu sug- 
gests, is surely a false one; and in any case the rights of trans people 
should not rest on it, any more than the rights of gay people should 
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rest on the idea that homosexuality is innate rather than chosen (a 
matter of who gay people are rather than what they want). But a 
feminism that totally abjures the political critique of desire is a femi- 
nism with little to say about the injustices of exclusion and misrecog- 
nition suffered by the women who arguably need feminism the most. 


he question, then, is how to dwell in the ambivalent place 
where we acknowledge that no one is obliged to desire any- 
one else, that no one has a right to be desired, but also that who 
is desired and who isn’t is a political question, a question often 
answered by more general patterns of domination and exclusion. 
It is striking, though unsurprising, that while men tend to respond 
to sexual marginalisation with a sense of entitlement to women’s 
bodies, those women who protest against their sexual marginalisa- 
tion typically do so with talk not of entitlement but empowerment. 
Or, insofar as they do speak of entitlement, it is entitlement to 
respect, not to other people’s bodies. That said, the radical self-love 
movements among black, fat and disabled women do ask us to treat 
our sexual preferences as less than perfectly fixed. “Black is beauti- 
ful’ and ‘Big is beautiful’ are not just slogans of empowerment, but 
proposals for a revaluation of our values. Lindy West describes stud- 
ying photographs of fat women and asking herself what it would be 
to see these bodies — bodies that previously filled her with shame 
and self-loathing — as objectively beautiful. This, she says, isn’t a 
theoretical issue, but a perceptual one: a way of looking at certain 
bodies — one’s own and others’ — sidelong, inviting and coaxing a 
gestalt shift from revulsion to admiration.** The question posed by 
radical self-love movements is not whether there is a right to sex 
(there isn’t), but whether there is a duty to transfigure, as best we 
can, our desires.”° 
To take this question seriously requires that we recognise that the 
very idea of fixed sexual preference is political, not metaphysical. 
As a matter of good politics, we treat the preferences of others as 
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sacred: we are rightly wary of speaking of what people really want, 
or what some idealised version of them would want. That way, we 
know, authoritarianism lies. This is true, most of all, in sex, where 
invocations of real or ideal desires have long been used as a cover for 
the rape of women and gay men. But the fact is that our sexual pref- 
erences can and do alter, sometimes under the operation of our own 
wills — not automatically, but not impossibly either. What’s more, 
sexual desire doesn’t always neatly conform to our own sense of it, 
as generations of gay men and women can attest. Desire can take us 
by surprise, leading us somewhere we hadn’t imagined we would 
ever go, or towards someone we never thought we would lust after, 
or love. In the very best cases, the cases that perhaps ground our 
best hope, desire can cut against what politics has chosen for us, and 
choose for itself.”° 


91 


Coda: The Politics of Desire 


1. I began writing the essay that would eventually become “The 
Right to Sex’ in the summer of 2014, after Elliot Rodger’s manifesto 
appeared on the internet. I was struck, as were others who read 
it, by its peculiar blend of narcissistic rage, misogynistic and class- 
driven entitlement, and racialised self-loathing. My idea at first was 
to simply offer a close reading of the manifesto, as a document 
of intersecting and compounding political pathologies: misogyny, 
classism, racism. But what came to interest me most, as the com- 
mentaries piled in, was the way in which other feminists read 
it, and the way they interpreted the Rodger phenomenon more 


generally. 


2. The most common feminist take was that Rodger was the 
embodiment of misogynistic entitlement: specifically, the embodi- 
ment of the violence that inevitably erupts when that entitlement 


is thwarted. This was surely correct, and worth saying, given that 
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many mainstream commentators refused to see Rodger as a mis- 
ogynist. (How could he hate women, they asked, if he was desperate 
to be loved by them? And how could his killing spree be an act of 
misogynistic violence if he ended up killing more men than women? 
Didn’t Rodger hate the Chads as much as the Stacys? And so on.) 
Still, what struck me about this response was its apparent disinter- 
est concerning Rodger’s claims to having been sexually and roman- 
tically marginalised on the basis of his race, introversion and lack 
of stereotypical masculinity. This self-diagnosis was no doubt mis- 
taken — at the very least, Rodger’s grandiosity and homicidal rage 
should tell us that his social marginalisation was overdetermined. 
It was also deeply self-serving: while lamenting his own loneliness, 
Rodger was happy to enforce a strict hierarchy of female desirabil- 
ity — to fetishise the ‘hot blonde slut’ — as well as a strict racial hier- 
archy, according to which he was more deserving of sex than black 
men. But the kind of diagnosis Rodger offered, in which racism 
and the norms of heteromasculinity placed him beyond desirability, 
need not in principle be wrong. Racism and heteronormativity do 
extend into the sphere of romance and sex; indeed it is in this inti- 
mate sphere, protected by the logic of ‘personal preference’, that 
they sink some of their deepest roots. Did feminists not have any- 


thing to say about this? 


3. One thing a feminist might say is that even to contemplate this 
question is to risk thinking like a rapist. After the original publica- 
tion of my ‘Right to Sex’ essay, one feminist tweeted: ‘Could we 
please stop discussing whether or not there is a right to sex? Of 
course there is not. There is a right not to be raped. Enough hand- 
wringing. The end.’ As a ‘small addendum’ she added: “The observa- 
tion that the extent to which one gets what one wants out of life, in 
any domain, is often largely a matter of luck and happenstance and 
privilege and characteristics you don’t have control over is about as 
banal as it gets.”! 
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4. There is no right to sex. (To think otherwise is to think like a rap- 
ist.) But is it ‘as banal as it gets’ to observe that what is ugliest about 
our social realities — racism, classism, ableism, heteronormativity — 
shapes whom we do and do not desire and love, and who does and 
does not desire and love us? 


5. That would be news to the people of colour and the working- 
class, queer and disabled people who have drawn a clear connection 
between the more obvious, public dimensions of their oppression 
and the more hidden, private mechanisms that enable and partly 
constitute it, including the mechanisms of the club, the dating app, 


the bedroom, the school dance. 


6. I have a friend who explains that because she is black, and 
despite being beautiful and otherwise popular, she was simply ‘off 
the table’ when it came to dating in her predominantly white prep 
school. 


7. It would also be news to the feminists who have long demanded 
that we see sex, as we know it, not as some primordial, pre-political 
given, but as an effect of politics, all too easily and falsely natural- 
ised. The task was to liberate sex from the distortions of oppres- 
sion, not simply to divide it into the consensual (unproblematic) 


and non-consensual (problematic). 


8. Indeed, what is male sexual entitlement — the false convic- 
tion that men have a right to sex, a right that they can coercively 
enforce — if not a paradigm of how politics shapes sexual desire? 
Can we position ourselves against male sexual entitlement to 
women’s bodies in general, and against the misogynistic fetishisa- 
tion of the hot blonde slut or sexy East Asian doll or the vulner- 
able child’s body, without opening ourselves to a political critique 
of sex? 
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9. To liberate sex from the distortions of oppression is not the 
same as just saying everyone can desire whatever or whomever 
they want. The first is a radical demand; the second is a liberal 
one. Like many liberal demands, the second is often fuelled by an 
individualist suspicion of the coercive power of the community. 
If my desire must be disciplined, who will do the disciplining? 
And if my desire refuses to be disciplined, what will happen to 


me then? 


10. I am not saying such worries are ungrounded. It is not perverse 
to want to be left alone. 


11. Except, properly understood, the radical demand that we lib- 
erate sex from the distortions of oppression is not about disci- 
plining desire at all. When I wrote that ‘desire can cut against 
what politics has chosen for us, and choose for itself’, I was not 
imagining a desire regulated by the demands of justice, but a 
desire set free from the binds of injustice. I am asking what might 
happen if we were to look at bodies, our own and others’ and 
allow ourselves to feel admiration, appreciation, want, where 
politics tells us we should not. There is a kind of discipline here, 
in that it requires us to quiet the voices that have spoken to us 
since birth, the voices that tell us which bodies and ways of being 
in the world are worthy and which are unworthy. What is disci- 
plined here isn’t desire itself, but the political forces that pre- 


sume to instruct it. 


12. After my piece was published, a gay man wrote to me about his hus- 
band of fourteen years — a large, fat man, he explained, whom he 
loves deeply, and with whom he has a satisfying sex life. And yet he 
has ‘had to work, deliberately and consciously, to let him be sexy, 


if that makes sense’. He went on: ‘while we cannot alter what does 
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and does not turn us on, we can on the one hand displace what 
might be getting in the way of erotic excitement and on the other 
teach ourselves to eroticize what is happening in front of us dur- 


ing sex.’ 
13. Is this an act of discipline, or of love? 


14. In her classic essay from 1980, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and 
Lesbian Existence’, the poet and feminist theorist Adrienne Rich 
takes aim at the idea — accepted, she says, by most feminists — that 
heterosexuality is the default form of human life, and lesbianism 
at best a mere sexual preference, at worst a deviant species of 
sexuality.’ Rich’s point is that heterosexuality is a political insti- 
tution that compels even ‘straight’ women — through its psychic 
internalisation, yes, but also through its violent enforcement — to 
regulate their intimacies, affinities and relations in ways that often 
betray what it is they really want. Rich wants straight women 
to think of the moments of closeness and complicity they have 
experienced with other women, and to reflect on the felt neces- 
sity of setting these aside — as immature, less than sufficient — for 
men. Think back, she asks straight women, to the first time you 
betrayed your best friend for male attention. Was that natural? 
Inevitable? Or something demanded of you by the infrastructure 
of male domination, which fears most of all the absence of female 
desire, and with it the end of men’s presumed access to women’s 


bodies, labour, minds, hearts? 


15. What if the envy you feel for another woman’s body, her face, 
her charm, her ease, her brilliance, were not envy at all — but desire? 


16. To ask yourself such questions is, I wrote, to ‘treat our sexual 


preferences as less than perfectly fixed’. But perhaps it would be 
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better to say that it requires us to question their status as ‘prefer- 


ences’ altogether. 


17. Adrienne Rich writes: “To acknowledge that for women hetero- 
sexuality may not be a “preference” at all but something that has 
had to be imposed, managed, organized, propagandized, and main- 
tained by force is an immense step to take if you consider yourself 
freely and “innately” heterosexual. Yet the failure to examine het- 
erosexuality as an institution is like failing to admit that . . . capital- 
ism or the caste system of racism is maintained by a variety of forces 
including both physical violence and false consciousness. To take the 
step of questioning heterosexuality as a “preference” or “choice” for 
women — and to do the intellectual and emotional work that fol- 
lows — will call for a special quality of courage in heterosexually 
identified feminists. ° 


18. Asserting the innateness and sovereignty of preference has its 
political uses. Consider how important the idea of being ‘born this 
way’ has been to the gay rights movement, or of being ‘trapped in 
the wrong body’ to the trans rights movement. Both ways of think- 
ing grate against the constructivist, anti-essentialist tendencies of 
feminism — and the experiences of many gay and trans people — yet 
both have been politically vital in a world in which blame is associ- 
ated with choice but with not natural endowment. Political claims 
are often dialectical, best understood as responses to the norma- 
tive terrain as it stands in the moment they are made, not in some 


hoped-for future. 


19. But the ideology of innate preference also has its limits. In 2012 
the actress (now turned politician) Cynthia Nixon got into trouble 
with gay and lesbian activists when she said that, for her, being gay 
was a choice. ‘I’ve been straight and I’ve been gay, she said, ‘and 


gay is better.’ Perhaps this talk of ‘choice’ played, plays still, into the 
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hands of anti-gay crusaders. But does Nixon’s choice to be gay — to 
set aside men and heterosexuality in favour of a lesbianism that she 
finds more valuable, more liveable — make her un-gay? (In Ambiguity 
and Sexuality, William Wilkerson writes: “Even though we think 
that our feelings were always there before coming out, we forget, 
in the very process of this remembering, that our memory recon- 
structs the previous feelings in light of what they become.’*) There 
are many women for whom men are no option at all: women who 
would feel permanently thwarted if forced into a life of hetero- 
sexuality. But what straight woman feels none of this thwartedness? 
Silvia Federici, noting the price of ‘isolation and exclusion’ paid by 
gay women, asks on behalf of straight women: ‘But can we really 
afford relations with men?’ 


20. Taking Rich and Federici seriously requires that we rethink the 
well-worn feminist distinction between ‘political’ lesbianism and 
‘real’ lesbianism. (A lesbian philosopher recently wrote to me to 
say that while she ‘acknowledge[s] the phenomenon of ... political 
lesbianism’ she would ‘differentiate between it and a desire-based 
lesbianism’ .) It is of course true that many feminists in the 1970s and 
1980s took up lesbian forms of life for self-consciously political rea- 
sons. But how often is there a lesbian relationship that is not in some 
important sense political — that is not at a deep level about honour- 
ing what women, outside the script of heterosexual male domina- 
tion, can have and be together? (This is not to say that relationships 
between women can ever fully exist outside that script.) Misogynists 
like to say that lesbians have just given up on men. What of it? 


21. If this is right, in what sense is political lesbianism, as Andrea 


Long Chu insists, a failed project? 


22. In an interview Chu responded at length to ‘The Right to 
Sex’. She acknowledges the phenomenon with which I am 


99 


THE RIGHT TO SEX 


concerned: ‘Obviously something like “no fats, no femmes, no 
Asians” is a desire that has a history, and has a politics, that can be 
described by reference to political processes: imperialism, white 
supremacy, and also, like, the world-historical defeat of the female 
sex.’ But she adamantly resists the idea that we can or should do 
anything about it. “I can’t stand body positivity,’ she says, alluding to 
my discussion of Lindy West. ‘I cannot stand it. It is just anathema to 
me. It’s moralizing. It’s really fucking hard to figure out a way to tell 
people to change their desires that isn’t moralistic.’® 


23. Is there no difference between ‘telling people to change their 
desires’ and asking ourselves what we want, why we want it, and 
what it is we want to want? Must the transformation of desire be 
a disciplinary project (wilfully altering our desires in line with our 
politics) — or can it be an emancipatory one (setting our desires free 


from politics)? 


24. In 1978 Audre Lorde wrote: ‘We have been raised to fear the 
yes within ourselves, our deepest cravings. But, once recognized, 
those which do not enhance our future lose their power and can 
be altered. The fear of our desires keeps them suspect and indis- 
criminately powerful, for to suppress any truth is to give it strength 
beyond endurance. The fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever 
distortions we may find within ourselves keeps us docile and loyal 
and obedient, externally defined.” 


25.Where does speaking about morality end and moralising begin? 
To say that we are moralising is to say that we have overstepped 
the proper bounds of the moral, wrongly imposing our ‘personal’ 
choices and ways of seeing onto others. Does ethics never belong in 
the bedroom? How about the club, the dating app, the school dance? 
As Sandra Lee Bartky writes in Femininity and Domination (1990), to 


presuppose that politics does not belong in these places is to give 
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‘essentially a liberal response to a radical critique of sexuality and, as 


such, it fails entirely to engage this critique’ .® 


26. Chu identifies her main point of disagreement with me as fol- 
lows: ‘My worry [is] that moralism about the desires of the oppres- 
sor can be a shell corporation for moralism about the desires of the 
oppressed.’ She means, I take it, that a political critique of desire can 
too easily be mobilised against those who are themselves marginal- 
ised: gay men who refuse to sleep with non-white men, black men 
who only want to date light-skinned black women, trans women 
(Chu’s example) who want all the trappings of patriarchal feminin- 
ity. But this is to presuppose a false dichotomy between oppressor 
and oppressed, as if being oppressed along one dimension exoner- 
ates us from the possibility we might oppress anyone else. Are black 
women not entitled to hold black men to account for their sexual 
racism — and, indeed, to expect more of black men than they do of 
white men? Should these black women be accused of moralising? 


27. Is my talk of transforming desire moralising in a different sense, 
in that it focuses too much on personal responsibility? Racism, clas- 
sism, ableism, heteronormativity: these are structural problems 
and — as we have learned to say — they demand structural solu- 
tions. That is surely right. It is also surely right that a myopic focus 
on individual action is characteristic of a bourgeois morality whose 
ideological function is to distract from the broader systems of injust- 
ice in which we participate. (To use Chu’s phrase, individualistic 
morality can be a shell corporation for systemic injustice.) But to 
say that a problem is structural does not absolve us from think- 
ing about how we, as individuals, are implicated in it, or what we 
should do about it. 


28. This is something that earlier feminists knew well. Radical 
feminists did not rethink their ways of working, child-rearing, 
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arguing, decision-making, living and loving because they were 
bourgeois moralists.” They were not confused about the struc- 
tural nature of what it was they wanted, or about the demands 
it placed on them as women. It is true they were often divided 
on the question of how much of the ‘personal’ to make ‘politi- 
cal’: whether feminism required separatism, lesbianism, com- 
munal property, collective child-rearing, the dissolution of 
family relations, the end of femininity. And it is true that, taken 
too far, a prefigurative politics — a politics that insists individu- 
als act as if they were already in the world to come — not only 
alienates those who do not conform, but also becomes an end in 
itself for those who do. At its worst, prefigurative politics allows 
its practitioners to substitute individual personal transforma- 
tion for collective political transfiguration. It becomes, in other 
words, a liberal politics. But the same is true of a politics that 
refuses prefiguration. What does it mean to say that we want 
to transform the political world — but that we ourselves will 


remain unchanged? 


29. Here, then, is the real question: how do we engage in a political 
critique of sex without slipping into the misogynistic logic of sexual 
entitlement (‘the right to sex’) or into a moral authoritarianism that 
disciplines rather than emancipates? How do we address our desires 
without fear, as Lorde puts it, of the distortions we may find within 
ourselves? And how do we do so without turning inwards, without 
replacing a political project with a personal one? The answer to the 
question, I take it, is a practical one — a matter, as philosophers like 
to say, not of knowing-that, but of knowing-how. Know-how is to 
be found not through theoretical investigation but through experi- 


ments of living. 0 


30. In ‘The Right to Sex’ I talk about ‘the supreme fuckability 
of “hot blonde sluts” and East Asian women, the comparative 
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unfuckability of black women and Asian men’. On Twitter, one 
reader, a black woman, took me to task for this: ‘You wrote abt 
the unfuckability of black women as a political fact — i'm won- 
dering on what basis this fact is defensible? seems like you’re 
conflating fuckability, generally, with the range of differences in 
how society rewards you for fucking blondes v black women, 


11 


specifically. 


31. By talking about ‘fuckability’ and ‘unfuckability’ I am not 
speaking about some pre-political, innate desirability. I am talk- 
ing about desirability as constructed by our sexual politics, which 
enforces a racialised hierarchy that places the white woman 
above the brown or black woman, the light-skinned brown or 
black woman above the dark-skinned brown or black woman, 
and so on. Fuckability (like Catharine MacKinnon’s ‘rapeability’) 
is precisely a product of the ‘differences in how society rewards 
you for fucking blondes v black women’. There is no ‘fuckability, 
generally’, if this means some kind of pre-political, pre-social 
desirability. Similarly, there is no ‘rapeability, generally’: certain 
women’s bodies are rapeable, and certain women’s bodies fuck- 
able, because they are assigned that status by the dominant cul- 
tural norms. The fuckable body, like the rapeable body, is in this 


sense irreducibly a construction. 


32. Even so — and I think this is what the tweet was correctly get- 
ting at — there is something reductive about the notion of ‘fuck- 
ability’. The bodies of brown and black women — especially when 
they belong to women who are also poor, incarcerated or undoc- 
umented — are in an important sense supremely fuckable, much 
more so than the bodies of white women. For these bodies can be 
violated with impunity and without consequence. Black women’s 
bodies are coded as hypersexual, inviting and demanding men’s 
sexual attention, while conferring on the men who have access to 
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them less social status than they gain by having access to the sup- 
posedly chaste and innocent bodies of white women. (The flip side 
of this is that violations of black women’s bodies are rarely, socially 
speaking, fully violations. The serial rapist police officer Daniel 
Holtzclaw knew what he was doing when he chose a string of poor 
black women as his victims.) The truth is that all women’s bodies 
are supremely fuckable, in one way or another. 


33. Fuckability is not some good that should be distributed more 
fairly. It isn’t a good at all. Katherine Cross, a sociologist and 
gaming critic, writes: “To some white men, Asian women top their 
hierarchies of desirability. But what do those women get out of that? 
Suffocating stereotypes of docility; discrimination; abuse. These are 


the wages of being in someone else’s hierarchy.” 


34. One of the more arresting emails I got about ‘The Right to Sex’ 
was from a man from Sydney — a multicultural city in a country 
notorious for its racism. Originally from Sri Lanka, he was adopted 
by two white parents. ‘I reassure you,’ he said, ‘that I’m no psy- 
chopath like that mixed-race kid who underpins your thesis and 
massacred those poor souls after rejection based allegedly on his 
race. I’m rational enough to accept my fate and try and make the 
best of my short existence.’ He said that it was heartbreakingly diffi- 
cult to date as a non-white man. He said that dating profiles, includ- 
ing those of Asian women, list ‘Caucasian’, ‘white guys only’ and 
‘no Indians’ as their preferences. He said that he had once posted 
a critical comment on a YouTube video called ‘Why Filipinas like 
White Guys’, and that a white woman had replied ‘Suck it up, the 
truth hurts.’ He said he was profoundly lonely, as were his other 
Asian friends, and that he had taken up various hobbies ‘to stymie 
the spectre of undesirability’. He said that many ‘white-guy-ethnic- 
girl relationships must be love’ but asked whether some were not 
‘a re-enactment of colonial conquest and rescue’. ‘And if it is?’ he 


said, ‘Well that’s their right. It’s consensual. Us ethnic guys just have 
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to suck it up. Besides, if we were good enough they’d stay with us. 
Love is immune from scrutiny, even when it’s political.’ He said, 
‘I certainly don’t feel the right to Sex, nor do I feel the right to 
Love. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.’ He said, ‘I suppose 
I have the right to feel hurt.’ He said, ‘I haven’t come across many 
women, ethnic or otherwise, that acknowledge what us Ethnomen 
face. They just think we’re all backward. Sophistication is a province 


only found in Caucasia.’ 


35. In 2018, Yowei Shaw, a co-host of NPR’s Invisibilia podcast, put 
out a source call for a ‘possible story about white male asian female 
couples and their families’. Shaw was interested, she said, ‘in 
exploring the idea of internalized white supremacy among asian 
women . . . Looking at questions like: how does the culture-at- 
large leave a fingerprint on something so intimate and seemingly 
automatic as desire? How does power shape our relationships? Is 
it possible to reprogram your sexual desire? How do you do it? Is 
this something we should even ask people to do?’ Shaw noted that 
this topic was ‘extremely sensitive and must be approached with 
care and nuance’. She faced an immediate backlash from Asian 
American women. “Holy cow,’ tweeted Heather Chin, a journal- 
ist, ‘it’s like the story angle came straight from the reddit, 4chan 
and other AAPI [Asian American/ Pacific Islander] male incel mes- 
sage boards.’ Chin was referring to the rise of ‘MRAsians’: Asian 
men who, under the banner of anti-racism (taking a page from the 
playbook of angry white men), spew misogynistic vitriol at Asian 


women who date and marry white men. 


36. In 2018, the novelist Celeste Ng wrote a piece for The Cut titled 
‘When Asian Women Are Harassed for Marrying Non-Asian Men’ 2 
The piece begins with an email Ng had received. Its subject line 
was ‘I’m a huge fan’, but the rest continued: ‘of watching your son 
develop mental illness because of your internalized self hate. Your 


Asian looking son will grow up knowing his mom thinks he’s ugly, 
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and his dad won’t be able to relate.’ After Ng shared the email on 
Twitter, other women who had been targeted for being in a‘ WMAP’ 
(white male/Asian female) relationship came forward. The writer 
Christine Tan had received an email which promised to ‘kill a whole 
lot of white motherfuckers and their asian sell out bitches . . . to get 
their kids heads and smash them into the concrete pavement.’ Some 
of the Asian women Ng spoke to had been told that their mixed- 


race sons would turn out to be the next Elliot Rodger. 


37. The subreddit r/AZNidentity — a ‘Pan Asian community ... 
against all forms of anti-Asianism’ with tens of thousands of mem- 
bers — is the source of much of this anti-WMAF cyber-bullying. In 
a moderator’s post from 2016, AZNidentity told its users to mind 
the distinction between ‘calling out the wrong kind of AF — the self- 
hating, white worshiping kind AND hurling invective constantly 
against AF in general’ 6 ‘If you want to critique AF, it went on, 
‘discourage their errant behavior, take a fuller perspective of social 
dynamics and what can be done about them — that’s perfectly fine 
. .. There are a few individuals however, who keep taking this too 
far. But the community, the post said, would not ‘go out of way 
to appease AF. Nor will we self-censor to protect their feelings or 
anyone else’s . . .We can critique AF. We can point out their follies. 
Their succumbing to white brainwashing . . . Our vision [is] for a 


better life for Asians.’ 


38. There is much that is striking here, not least the admission that 
a ‘Pan Asian’ forum is really a forum for Asian men. Also taken 
for granted is the thesis that Asian women — as enactors of white 
supremacy — are in every way the dominant Asian class, and that 
Asian men are their victims. It is perhaps true that in the white 
imagination — which is much of the world’s imagination — Asian 
men are less than fully men. But that does not stop Asian men, like 
men of all races, controlling, exploiting, thwarting, beating and 


raping Asian women. 
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39. It is on the whole black women who hold to task black men 
for sexual racism: for their preference for white or light-skinned 
black women. Here we have a relatively subordinate group (black 
women) holding to account a relatively dominant group (black 
men). This inverts the general pattern among Asians, where it is 
the relatively dominant (Asian men) who take to task the relatively 
subordinate (Asian women). The fight against sexual racism in the 
black community is rarely if ever a cover for sexual entitlement. 
Black women know how to talk about the political formation of 
desire without demanding to be desired. For straight men, includ- 
ing straight Asian men, the temptation to misogyny, to entitlement, 


to the enforcement of mythic ‘rights’, is always live. 


40. In a justly celebrated essay in n+1, Wesley Yang describes look- 
ing at a photograph of Seung-Hui Cho, the twenty-three-year-old 
Virginia Tech mass murderer: ‘You see a face that looks like yours. 
You know that there’s an existential knowledge you have in com- 
mon with that face. Both of you know what it’s like to have a cultural 
code superimposed atop your face, and if it’s a code that abashes, 
nullifies, and unmans you, then you confront every visible reflec- 
tion of that code with a feeling of mingled curiosity and wariness 
. . . Seung-Hui Cho’s face. A perfectly unremarkable Korean face — 
beady-eyed, brown-toned, a small plump-lipped mouth, eyebrows 
high off his eyelids, with crooked glasses perched on his nose. It’s 
not an ugly face, exactly: it’s not a badly made face. It’s just a face 
that has nothing to do with the desires of women in this country. ” 
On 16 April 2007, Seung-Hui Cho, armed with two semi-automatic 
pistols, killed thirty-two people and wounded seventeen others, 
before shooting himself in the head. 


41. Ten years later, in an Esquire profile of Jordan Peterson, the 
Canadian psychologist and hero of the men’s rights movement, 
Yang defended Peterson against his critics: “The young men who 


love Jordan Peterson love him for all the reasons that the smart set 
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despises him. He gives them something the culture . . . wants to deny 
them. A sense of purpose in a world that increasingly defines their 
natural predispositions — for risk, adventure, physical challenge, 
unbridled competition — as maladaptive to the pacified, androgyn- 
ous ideals of a bureaucratized, post-feminist world.’ I want to ask 
Yang: is it not precisely this ideology of a ‘natural’ masculinity — a 
masculinity that is inherently risk-taking, adventurous, competitive, 
dominant; a masculinity that is never fully accessible to a skinny, 


friendless, pimply East Asian boy — that produced Seung-Hui Cho? 


42. In the sixth season of America’s Next Top Model, a Korean American 
contestant said ‘there’s just not enough Asian models out there’ and 
that she wanted to ‘break down that barrier’. Moments later she 
announced she was ‘not into Asian guys’. (Tyra Banks was admirably 
quick to point out the tension: ‘First you were saying “I’m Asian, 
I’m strong, I’m Korean,” and then you're saying “Screw Korean boys 
and I want a white boy.”’) On an episode of the Australian dating 
show Take Me Out, two Asian women explained their rejection of an 
Asian ‘bachelor’. ‘I kinda have a “No Dating Asians” sort of policy. 
You kinda look a bit like my brother, one of them said. ‘I’m sorry, 
I have a “No Dating Asians” policy as well,’ chimed the other: ‘I 
don’t wanna be mistaken as, like, brother and sister.’ In May 2018, 
an Asian woman with a white husband posted on Instagram a pho- 
tograph of herself and her young baby, with the caption: ‘I always 
dreamed of having a blonde blue eyed baby and people told me who 
am I kidding, I’m Chinese through and through! Well suck it people 
I have a white baby complete with a set of blue eyes too.’ On Yowei 
Shaw’s Invisibilia podcast ‘A Very Offensive Rom-Com’, a young 
Asian American man describes overhearing, as a twelve-year-old, 
his sister telling his mother that she would never date an Asian guy 
because they’re unattractive.” In 2015, Celeste Ng tweeted: “To be 
honest, I do not often find Asian men attractive. (They remind me 
of my cousins.)’*° Ng later apologised, explaining that the tweet was 


intended as self-exposure, not an expression of self-hatred: since 
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the only Asian men she knew were her cousins, she hadn’t devel- 


oped an attraction to Asian men.! 


43. In an opinion piece for the New York Times, Audrea Lim details 
the strangely prevalent phenomenon of alt-right men who date and 
marry Asian American women.” Discussing a photo of Tila Tequila, 
a Vietnamese American media personality, giving a Nazi salute at a 
dinner before a white supremacist conference hosted by Richard 
Spencer, Lim writes that the photo ‘conjured up my memories of 
being a fourteen-year-old Asian girl in an overwhelmingly white 
school who wanted to be interesting, self-possessed and liked. 
Instinctively, I knew it meant distancing myself from the other Asian 
kids, especially the nerdy and studious ones. I knew I had succeeded 
when a friend remarked that I wasn’t really Asian, I was white, 
“because you're cool.”’ 


44. I also have friends who joke that I am ‘basically white’. Maybe it 
isn’t a joke. 


45. I know many East and South Asian women, living in western 
countries, who don’t want to marry the sort of men our mothers, 
our grandmothers and our aunts married. Sometimes when we say 
that Asian men remind us of our cousins, we are saying: we know 
too much about how these boys and men are raised. One question 
is: aren’t Asian women within their rights to make such choices? 
Another question is: why think that white boys and men are raised 
any better? Is sophistication to be found only in Caucasia? 


46. My ‘Right to Sex’ piece received a barrage of furious tweets 
from ‘gender critical’ lesbian feminists who have accused me of 
endorsing the logic of the ‘cotton ceiling’. I find a small irony in 
this, given that I diagnosed the notion of the ‘cotton ceiling’ as part 
of a logic of sexual entitlement that must be rejected. I wrote that 


‘the “cotton ceiling” describes a lack of access to what no one is 
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obligated to give.’ What is required, I said, is a discourse not of 


entitlement but of empowerment and respect. 


47. It is clear that some lesbian feminists want to resist any possible 
analogy between the white person who as a matter of policy doesn’t 
sleep with black people, and the cis lesbian who as a matter of pol- 
icy doesn’t sleep with trans women. (Well, some lesbian feminists 
want to resist this analogy. Others want to argue that there’s noth- 
ing wrong with the sexual racist, either.) They insist that the essence 
of lesbianism is being innately attracted to people who were born 
with female bodies and female genitalia. If so, then there can be no 
analogy between the sexual racist and the trans-exclusionary les- 
bian: the former makes a politically suspect choice while the latter 


acts out of natural, fixed and thus blameless inclination. 


48. I find this reduction of sexual orientation to genitalia — what’s 
more, genitalia from birth — puzzling. Is anyone innately attracted to 
penises or vaginas? Or are we first attracted to ways of being in the 
world, including bodily ways, which we later learn to associate with 


certain specific parts of the body? 


49. Consider the gay men who express delighted disgust at vaginas. 
Consider the idea of the ‘Platinum Star Gay’, the gay man who, 
birthed via a caesarean, never even made bodily contact with his 
mother’s vagina. Is this the expression of an innate, and thus per- 


missible revulsion — or a learned and suspect misogyny? 


50. In a recent interview with The TransAdvocate, Cristan Williams 
asks Catharine MacKinnon: ‘How do you work with people who 
passionately tell you that in order for women to have liberation, 
“woman” needs to first be defined in terms of a discrete biological 
group?’ MacKinnon responds: ‘Male dominant society has defined 
women as a discrete biological group forever. If this was going to 


produce liberation, we'd be free.” 


110 


THE POLITICS OF DESIRE 


51. This is not to say that we can just change at will the sort of 
sexed bodies we are attracted to. Neither is it to deny that for some 
women (including some trans women) the penis might be a symbol 
of male power and violence such that it cannot be, for them, a viable 
object of desire. The crucial question, in a sense, is whether a sexual 
aversion to women with penises is best explained by an unjustified 
transphobia, or a justified wariness of men. But this is precisely the 


distinction that trans-exclusionary feminists are unwilling to draw. 


52. Dylann Roof, who in 2015 gunned down nine people in a Black 
church in Charleston, South Carolina after joining their Bible study, 
announced during the massacre: ‘I have to do this because y’all are 


raping our women.’ 


53. On 7 December 2017, William Atchison shot two students 
at his former high school in New Mexico before killing himself. 
An autopsy of his body revealed ink markings of a swastika, ‘SS’, 
‘BUILD WALL’ and ‘AMOG’ — short for ‘alpha male of the group’. 
He used the pseudonym ‘Elliot Rodger’ online. 


54. On Valentine’s Day 2018, Nikolas Cruz shot dead seventeen 
students and staff members at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Parkland, Florida. A white supremacist and gun fanatic 
(and Trump supporter) who had fantasised on social media about 
orchestrating a school shooting, Cruz was also a hater of women. 
He stalked and harassed an ex-girlfriend, threatening to kill her and 
her new boyfriend. In a comment on a YouTube video Cruz had 


vowed that ‘Elliot rodger will not be forgotten.’ 


55. On 23 April 2018, a month after my essay was originally pub- 
lished, twenty-five-year-old Alek Minassian drove a van onto the 
pavement of a busy Toronto street, killing ten people and injuring six- 
teen more. Before the attack Minassian had posted on Facebook: “The 
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Incel Rebellion has already begun! We will overthrow all the Chads 
and Stacys! All hail the Supreme Gentleman Elliot Rodger!’ 


56. On 28 June 2018, Jarrod Ramos gunned down five people in the 
newsroom of The Capital in Maryland. Six years earlier he had filed a 
defamation suit against The Capital for reporting that he had pleaded 
guilty to harassing a former high school classmate. He had friended 
her on Facebook, asking if she remembered him, which she did not. 
After a back-and-forth, he evidently began to feel she was respond- 
ing too slowly to his messages. He told her to kill herself and warned 
that she was going to need a protective order. 


57. On the evening of 18 July 2018, Mollie Tibbetts, a University 
of Iowa sophomore, went missing while jogging near her home in 
Brooklyn, Iowa. Surveillance footage later showed a man, Cristhian 
Bahena Rivera, following Tibbetts in a car. Rivera eventually con- 
fessed to murdering Tibbetts, and led police to her body, buried in 
a field under corn husks. The autopsy recorded the cause of death as 
‘multiple sharp force injuries’. Rivera was a Mexican farmworker 
who had immigrated to the US when he was seventeen. Speaking 
of the murder of Tibbetts, Donald Trump said: ‘A person came in 
from Mexico illegally and killed her. We need the wall, we need our 
immigration laws changed, we need our border laws changed.’ 


58. Would the wall have prevented the deaths of the thirty-nine 
people murdered by Elliot Rodger, Nikolas Cruz, William Atchison, 
Dylann Roof and Jarrod Ramos? 


59. On 16 August 2018, during a high school assembly in Luther, 
Oklahoma, a fourteen-year-old boy stabbed a girl of the same age, 
silently and repeatedly, with a four-inch folding knife, wounding 
her in the arm, upper back, wrist and head. She had told him that 
she didn’t want to have a romantic relationship with him, saying she 
‘liked him as a friend’. 
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60. On 2 November 2018, forty-year-old Scott Beierle, a military 
veteran and former teacher in the Anne Arundel County pub- 
lic school system in Maryland, shot six people at a yoga studio in 
Tallahassee, Florida, killing two women. In a series of YouTube 
videos, Beierle had complained about being sexually rejected by 
women, expressed sympathy for Elliot Rodger, and ranted about 
the evils of interracial relationships. He had been arrested twice, in 
2012 and then in 2016, for grabbing women’s asses, and was fired 
from a teaching post for asking a student if she was ‘ticklish’ and 


touching her stomach below her bra-line. 


61. On 19 February 2020, forty-three-year-old Tobias Rathjen shot 
fourteen people, killing nine, at two shisha bars in Hanau, Germany. 
He then returned to his flat, where he shot his mother before kill- 
ing himself. Rathjen’s manifesto, uploaded to his personal website, 
called for the annihilation of immigrants from Muslim-majority 
countries. An expert on radicalisation said that the manifesto 
revealed ‘a very wild mixture of conspiracy theories, racism, and 


incel ideology’. 


62. On 24 February 2020, an unnamed seventeen-year-old boy 
attacked three people with a machete in a Toronto massage par- 
lour, fatally wounding one woman. The Canadian authorities con- 
nected the suspect with the incel subculture, and charged him with 


terrorism. 


63. On 16 March 2021, eight people, including six women of East 
Asian descent, were shot and killed during a spree of attacks on 
massage parlours in Atlanta, Georgia. The shootings were followed 
by intensive debate about whether the suspect charged with the 
murders, Robert Aaron Long, was motivated by misogynistic or 
racial animus. Long himself cited his ‘sex addiction’ — for which 
he been given ‘treatment’ at an evangelical facility — and explained 


that he hoped that by targeting the spas he would ‘help’ other men. 
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Those who infer from this that race was irrelevant to Long’s actions 
miss, we might think, the way in which anti-East Asian racism is 
entwined with the sexual fetishisation of East Asian women. 


64. The phrase ‘involuntary celibate’ was coined by Alana, a ‘nerdy 
queer woman’ who had never been on a date, and who wanted a 
name for her loneliness and the loneliness of others like her. In the 
late 1990s, when she was an undergraduate in Ottawa, Canada, 
Alana created an all-text website called Alana’s Involuntary Celibate 
Project. It was a forum and support community, for women and 
men, young and old, gay and straight. They referred to them- 
selves as ‘invcels’ until one forum member suggested dropping the 
‘v’. They swapped advice on dealing with shyness, awkwardness, 
depression and self-hatred. Some of the men talked about women 
as objects, Alana says, but there was none of the violent entitle- 
ment that characterises today’s incel forums. Eventually, Alana got 
into a relationship and left the forum, handing over the job of mod- 
erator to another community member. She didn’t find out what 
had become of the incel movement until nearly twenty years later, 
when she read an article in Mother Jones about Elliot Rodger. Incels 


today claim that there are no women incels, or ‘femcels’. 


65. Alana’s story reminds me of Arthur Galston, a plant physiolo- 
gist who, as a graduate student, found that 2,3,5-triiodobenzoic 
acid could be used to hasten the growth of soybeans. In a footnote 
to his dissertation, Physiology of flowering, with especial reference to flo- 
ral initiation in soybeans, published in 1943, Galston noted that exces- 
sive amounts of triiodobenzoic acid would cause the soybean plant 
to shed its leaves. The US military took note, and in 1945 started 
producing and testing 2,4,5-triiodobenzoic acid for use as an aerial 
defoliant, with plans to use it in Japan had the Second World War 
continued. It later became the chemical basis of Agent Orange, used 
by the US to ravage more than 4.5 million acres of land during the 


Vietnam War. Galston, on discovering how his research was being 
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used, began an intensive campaign to end the use of Agent Orange 
as a military weapon. He eventually convinced Nixon to retire the 
weapon in 1971. 


66. Five days after the Toronto van attack, Alana started a website 
called Love Not Anger. The project collects and promotes research 
on how best to support those who are ‘lonely for love’. Alana wrote 
that it was ‘the combination of loneliness with sexism, misogyny, 
privilege and entitlement that has led many men to be angry that 
women are not sexually available to them’. The project has been 
inactive since November 2019; Alana says that ‘stepping away has 


improved [her] mental health’. 


67. A vexed question: when is being sexually or romantically mar- 
ginalised a facet of oppression, and when is it just a matter of bad 
luck, one of life’s small tragedies? (When I was a first-year under- 
graduate I had a professor who said, to our grave disappointment, 
that there would be heartbreak even in the post-capitalist utopia.) 
Are the un-beautiful an oppressed class? The short? The chroni- 
cally shy? 


68. We might attempt to draw this line — between those causes of 
undesiredness that are and are not facets of oppression — by distin- 
guishing between good and bad reasons for desiring someone. But 
what is a good reason for desiring someone? If not her body, then 
what about her mind? The beauty of her soul? Is the beauty of our 
souls up to us? Does it matter? Should it? 


69. The subreddit r/trufemcels is a support forum for girls and 
women who want a long-term relationship but can’t find one. It 
is filled with women in their late twenties and thirties who have 
never been kissed, never had sex, never had a boyfriend. A recur- 
ring theme is the hypocrisy of incel men, who claim to be too ugly 


or socially awkward to find love and sex, but who are explicitly 
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uninterested in conventionally unattractive or socially awkward 
women. (Femcels say that such men are not true incels, but vol- 
cels — voluntary celibates.) Femcels point out that for most of these 
men, what they really want is not love or sexual intimacy, but the 
status that comes with attracting hot white women. I notice that on 
one incel forum, as members address the question of why incels 
aren’t interested in non-high-status women, someone posts: ‘You're 


upset because people don’t want to fuck actual filth?’ 


70. ‘Female hypergamy’ is a central term in the lexicon of incels, 
MRAs, pickup artists and Jordan Peterson-acolytes. They believe 
that most of the female population has sex with only a small subset 
of the male population. (In Peterson’s words, ‘Women mate across 
and up dominance hierarchies, men mate across and down.’*) 
According to one manosphere blogger, the ‘beta males’ who are left 
behind by runaway hypergamy are ‘the debt-loaded middle class of 
the ultrahypergamous sexual market, and the price for entry to the 
world of slender, chaste, feminine, young White women has sky- 
rocketed beyond their means.’ He goes on: ‘An angry young man 
revolt is all but assured under these chronically persistent condi- 
tions of sexual, romantic, and marital inegalitarianism. Trump’s 
election was the first salvo of this justifiably angry young man revo- 
lution. If Trump fails, the next salvos won’t be so benign. Shitlibs 


and pussyhatters will soon know what real anguish is?” 


71. The analogy between angry incels and the ‘angry young man’ 
Trump voter is telling. In both cases, the anger is ostensibly about 
inequality, but in reality it is often about the threatened loss of 
white male privilege. We now know that the protest of a certain 
kind of Trump voter was: Why should whites be doing no better than 
blacks and Latinos? Likewise, the protest of the incel is: Why should 
white men have to make do with low-status women — women who are not 


‘slender, chaste, feminine, young [and] White’? There is no protest against 
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inequality or injustice here, merely a protest at the loss of presumed 


entitlement. 


72. What’s more, in both cases — the racially aggrieved Trump voter, 
the incel — the reality to which they subscribe is a myth. White 
Americans are not doing worse than black or Latino Americans; 
the opposite remains true, even as the worst-off whites are in 
absolute terms doing worse than before — in which respect they 
have legitimate grounds for serious grievance. (This is the source 
of the debate, now wearily familiar, over what motivated Trump’s 
low-income white voters: racial antagonism or economic precarity. 
Whatever the full answer — presumably it should start with a refusal 
of the neat distinction between racial and economic anxiety — we 
should remember the rich rural businessmen who formed Trump’s 
donor base, and the high-income voters who voted for him, in the 
majority, in both 2016 and 2020.*°) Meanwhile, it is not the case 
that a few men are absorbing the sexual attention of most women 
while large swathes of men sexually ‘starve’. As Katherine Cross 
writes: ‘Societal hierarchies of desirability structure images of who 
is and is not sexually attractive. This does not strictly correlate with 


who is and is not having sex. 7 


73. Young people in general — at least in the US, UK, Europe and 
Japan — are having less sex than young people were a generation 
ago.?® But surveys show that it is women who are significantly likelier 
to be going without sex than men, and men who are likelier to have 
had two or more sexual partners in the last year. Only 0.8 per cent 
of American men had more than ten sexual partners in 2016: there 
are very, very few Chads. The percentage of straight American men 
over eighteen who have never had sex, and aren’t celibate for reli- 
gious reasons, is about 1.3 per cent. Many of these men are young 
adults who have not yet been in a relationship, indeed have not yet 
left their parental homes.” 
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74. Again, this should not come as a surprise. Incels’ anger is not 
about inequality of distribution, whatever they claim. It is about a 
(mis)perceived thwarting of entitlement to sexual status. 


75. Of course, the analogy between the incel and the angry white 
male Trump voter is not only that. There are direct connections 
between the world of incels, pick-up artists and MRAs, and the 
far-right movement that helped bring Trump to power. 30 The griev- 
ance politics of flailing white masculinity that fuel the manosphere 
have served as an ideological and material gateway to the more 
overt grievance politics of ethnonationalism: from Gamergate, Red 
Pill and Jordan Peterson to Unite the Right, Proud Boys and Three 
Percenters. Two of the men arrested for their involvement in the 
Capitol riot on 6 January 2021 were Patrick Stedman, a ‘dating 
and relationship strategist’ and expert in ‘female psychology’, and 
Samuel Fisher (aka ‘Brad Holiday’), the owner of aYouTube channel 
that promises to ‘help men get high value girls’. Two months before 
storming the Capitol, Stedman tweeted ‘You don’t have a problem 
with Trump, you have a problem with masculine energy’ .* 


76. After the Toronto van attack, Ross Douthat, a conservative 
Catholic columnist for the New York Times, published a piece called 
‘The Redistribution of Sex’.*” It opened by saying that ‘sometimes 
the extremists and radicals and weirdos see the world more clearly than 
the respectable and moderate and sane.’ One such ‘brilliant weirdo’, 
Douthat said, was the George Mason University economist Robin 
Hanson. Soon after the Toronto van attack, Hanson asked on his 
blog why progressives are preoccupied with redistributing wealth 
but not with redistributing sex. He was widely decried — a Slate 
headline read, ‘Is Robin Hanson America’s Creepiest Economist?’ 
But Hanson, who is an opponent of wealth redistribution, was 
charging progressives with hypocrisy. His question was: if wealth 
inequality is an injustice that demands to be corrected, why isn’t sex 


inequality, too? 
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77. The idea of ‘redistributing’ sex is problematic for at least two 
reasons. First, incels, as I have said already, aren’t angry about their 
lack of sex, but about their perceived lack of sexual status. Second, 


talk of ‘redistribution’ immediately raises the spectre of coercion. 


78. Many feminists responded to Hanson by saying that any pro- 
posal to redistribute sex is de facto a proposal to rape women. 
Hanson replied by offering other ways of effecting the redistribu- 
tion of sex: giving sex-less men money to spend on prostitutes, 
or encouraging traditional norms of pre-marital celibacy and what 
Jordan Peterson has called ‘enforced monogamy’. The irony is that 
these proposals, like rape, are also coercive. Women sell sex, on the 
whole, because they need money; to give sex-less men money with 
which to pay for sex presupposes that there are women who need to 
sell sex to live. As for returning to traditional norms of pre-marital 
celibacy (for women) and enforced monogamy (for women): how 


far does this take us from the coercion of rape? 


79. Some feminist commentators, including Laurie Penny and 
Jaclyn Friedman, responded to Douthat and Hanson by saying the 
very idea of distributing sex is to treat women as a commodity.” In 
turn, these feminists argued, this only underscored a capitalist logic 
of sex, of which the incel phenomenon was a symptom. As Rebecca 
Solnit put it: ‘Sex is a commodity, accumulation of this commodity 
enhances a man’s status, and every man has a right to accumulation, 
but women are in some mysterious way obstacles to this, and they 
are therefore the enemy as well as the commodity. Incels, Solnit 
says, ‘are furious at their own low status, but don’t question the 
system that allocates status and commodifies us all in ways that are 


painful and dehumanizing’ ae 
80. Solnit is right that incels crave status — the status that having sex 


with high-status women confers, and the status they see as the price 


of access to high-status women. At the same time, incels hate the 
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commodification of sex and want to be released from it. They hate 
the idea that sex is governed by market relations, that sex with high- 
status women is not given out to them freely and lovingly. This is 
the deep contradiction at the heart of the incel phenomenon: incels 
oppose themselves to a sexual market in which they see themselves 
as losers, while being wedded to the status hierarchy that structures 
that market. 


81. In this, incels represent a collision of two pathologies. On one 
hand, there is the pathology of what is sometimes called neoliber- 
alism: an assimilation of an ever-increasing number of domains of 
life to the logic of the market. On the other, there is the pathol- 
ogy of patriarchy, which has, in capitalist societies, tended to see 
women and the home as refuges from the market, as sources of 
freely given care and love. In so doing, patriarchy ignores all the 
ways that these ‘spontaneous’ acts of devotion have been demanded 
of women: by gendered training, by the material necessities of 
marriage, by implicit threat. That these two tendencies are in ten- 
sion does not mean they do not serve each other, or that they do 
not form an organic unity. As Selma James, Mariarosa Dalla Costa 
and Silvia Federici pointed out in the 1970s, and Nancy Fraser has 
argued since, the family as a site of feminine care serves capitalism 
by giving men emotional and sexual compensation for the coercion 
of market relations.” The hidden cost of this is the coercion of the 
patriarchal home: a cost borne principally by women. Incels’ real 
complaint is that there are no women to offer them respite from 
the very system that their ideology — in its insistence on women as 


status-conferring commodities — props up. 


82. The other ‘extremist and radical and weirdo’ that Ross Douthat 
discussed in his New York Times op-ed was me. While Douthat grants 
that, unlike Hanson, I wasn’t suggesting that there might be a 
‘right to sex’, he sees both our pieces as ‘responsive to the logic of 
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late-modern sexual life’, by which he means a sexual revolution that 
‘created new winners and losers’ and brought in ‘new hierarchies 
to replace the old ones’. Douthat correctly reads me as offering a 
utopian feminist response to our current situation, and Hanson as 
offering a solution more in keeping with the trend towards libertar- 
ian techno-commerce — the age of the sex robot and insta-porn. 
Douthat himself prefers what he calls an ‘alternative, conservative 
response . . . namely, that our widespread isolation and unhappiness 
and sterility might be dealt with by reviving or adapting older ideas 
about the virtues of monogamy and chastity and permanence and 
the special respect owed to the celibate.’ 


83. But Douthat’s conservative, religiously inflected vision is not 
a genuine alternative to Hanson’s proposal to recognise a state- 
enforced right to sex. Monogamous marriage, the heteronormative 
family and norms of chastity are — like Hanson’s government sub- 
sidies for incels — parts of a patriarchal infrastructure designed to 
secure men’s access to women’s bodies and minds. From the femi- 
nist perspective, it does not matter if it is the state or society that is 


enforcing men’s sexual entitlement — and in truth it is always both. 


84. As for the special respect owed to the celibate, this is all well 
and good, so long as that respect is not a consolation prize for the 


gay man or woman taught to loathe their own desires. 


85. Douthat is right to say, as radical feminists have long insisted, 
that the sexual revolution of the 1960s has left us wanting. But it did 
not create, as he claims, ‘new winners and losers’ or a new hier- 


archy to displace the old. 


86. Indeed, what is remarkable about the sexual revolution — this 
is why it was so formative for the politics of a generation of radical 
feminists — is how much was left unchanged. Women who say no 


still really mean yes, and women who say yes are still sluts. Black 
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and brown men are still rapists, and the rape of black and brown 
women still doesn’t count. Girls are still asking for it. Boys still 
must learn to give it. 


87. Whom exactly, then, did the sexual revolution set free? 


88. We have never yet been free. 
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On Not Sleeping With Your Students 


n 1992, Jane Gallop, Distinguished Professor of English and 

Comparative Literature at the University of Wisconsin at 
Milwaukee, was accused of sexual harassment by two of her women 
graduate students. After a long investigation, the university found 
Gallop guilty of violating, in the case of one of the students, a pro- 
hibition on ‘consensual amorous relations’ between faculty and 
students. She was gently reprimanded. Five years later, Gallop pub- 
lished a book, Feminist Accused of Sexual Harassment, defending herself 
against the accusations. Yes, she said, she had made out with one 
of the women at a bar in front of other graduate students; she had 
announced at a conference that graduate students were her ‘sexual 
preference’; she had deliberately made her pedagogical relation- 
ships intense, flirtatious and sexually charged; and she had slept 
with many students, graduates and undergraduates, at least before 
1982, when she met the man who became her life partner. What’s 


more, she said, there was nothing wrong with any of this: 
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At its most intense — and, I would argue, its most productive — 
the pedagogical relation between teacher and student is, in fact, 
‘a consensual amorous relation.’ And if schools decide to prohibit 
not only sex but ‘amorous relations’ between teacher and stu- 
dent, the ‘consensual amorous relation’ that will be banned from 
our campuses might just be teaching itself. ! 


Teaching, Gallop suggests, is in its ideal form already an amorous, 
erotic relation; so what harm could there be in allowing that relation 
to manifest physically in sex? To rule out student-faculty sex is to 


rule out erotically charged pedagogy — the best sort, Gallop thinks. 


I n the early 1980s, US universities began discouraging, and some- 
times prohibiting, sex between professors and their students. 
(Outside the US such prohibitions remain rare. The policy at 
Oxford, where I teach, reads: “While the University does not wish 
to regulate the private lives of its staff, it strongly advises staff not to 
enter into a close personal or intimate relationship with a student 
for whom they have any responsibility, and alerts them to the com- 
plications that may result.’) The introduction of these policies on US 
campuses was an outgrowth of the feminist campaign against sexual 
harassment in 1970s and 1980s. While employment discrimination 
‘on the basis of sex’ had been outlawed since the passage of the US 
Civil Rights Acts in 1964, women in the 1960s and 1970s had struggled 
to recruit the law in their fight against sexual harassment in the 
workplace. Judges routinely decided that workplace sexual harass- 
ment was a ‘personal’ matter, or that it was discrimination not ‘on 
the basis of sex’ but on the basis of something else, like being the 
sort of woman who didn’t want to have sex with her boss — a charac- 
teristic which, unlike sex, was not protected by anti-discrimination 
legislation. (Using a similar logic, one court found in favour of an 
employer who had fired a woman for not conforming to a dress 
code that required women to wear skirts, reasoning that she wasn’t 
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being discriminated against on the basis of sex, but on the basis of 
being a woman with an ‘affection for pantsuits’ .’) 

Feminists of this era fought to make the courts see what is to 
many of us now obvious: that far from being a merely personal 
matter, or a matter orthogonal to gender, sexual harassment 
expresses and reinforces women’s political subordination. In 1974, 
Paulette Barnes, who had recently been fired from her job as an 
administrative assistant at the Environmental Protection Agency, 
brought a suit against her former employer for sex discrimination. 
Her boss, Douglas Costle, had fired Barnes after she refused his 
persistent sexual overtures. The case was dismissed, but was then 
taken to the District of Columbia Court of Appeals for review. 
Catharine MacKinnon, then a law student at Yale, slipped a working 
paper that would eventually become her groundbreaking book The 
Sexual Harassment of Working Women (1979) to one of the law clerks 
involved with the appeal. The court ruled that what had happened 
to Barnes constituted sex discrimination, and was therefore a viola- 
tion of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act.’ 

A few years later, MacKinnon, by this time working as one of 
the leaders of the progressive New Haven Law Collective, helped a 
group of Yale undergraduates sue the university for the sexual har- 
assment they and their peers had suffered as students, and the fail- 
ure of the institution to do anything about it. The students lost the 
case, but Alexander v. Yale (1980) nonetheless established that sexual 
harassment constituted sex discrimination under Title IX of the 
Education Amendments Act of 1972. The ruling prompted univer- 
sities across the country to draw up sexual harassment codes and 
grievance procedures. 

Sexual harassment, by legal definition, involves ‘unwanted’ sexual 
advances. That would seem not to include consensual relationships 
between professors and students — and indeed, early sexual harass- 
ment policies were silent on such relationships. But in 1986, the 
US Supreme Court decided that consent wasn’t necessarily a bar 


to sexual harassment. The case that prompted this ruling, Meritor 
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Savings Bank v. Vinson, involved a young woman, Mechelle Vinson, 
who had been fired from her job at a bank for taking ‘excessive’ 
leave. Vinson’s supervisor, Sidney Taylor, had begun asking Vinson 
to have sex with him soon after she started at the bank four years 
earlier. At first she had refused, but eventually gave in out of fear of 
losing her job. Vinson estimated that she had agreed to have sex with 
Taylor as many as fifty times, and testified that she had been forcibly 
raped by him on several occasions. (Like Paulette Barnes before her, 
and the women in other key sexual harassment cases,* Mechelle 
Vinson was black; it is black women in the US who have borne the 
brunt of sexual harassment and the legal battle against it.) The court 
pointed out that Vinson’s consent to her boss’s sexual demands did 
not mean she welcomed them, since her consent was secured by a 
fear of the consequences of saying no. 

Extending the logic of Meritor to the university campus, it was 
now possible to argue that professors were sexually harassing the 
students with whom they were having consensual sex. Students’ 
consent to such relationships might, after all, be an expression not 
of genuine want, but fear. Universities, worried about their poten- 
tial liability, began in the 1980s to expand their sexual harassment 
policies to cover consensual relationships between professors and 
students. In 1989, only an estimated 17 per cent of American univer- 
sities had consensual relationship policies; by 2004, the figure was 
57 per cent;” in 2014, a survey found that it had risen to 84 per cent.° 
The policies are also getting increasingly strict. In 2010, Yale became 
the first US university to impose a blanket prohibition on relation- 
ships between faculty and undergraduate students. (Previously, 
Yale had prohibited faculty members from having relationships 
with students, undergraduate or graduate, with whom they had 
or were likely to have a supervisory relationship.’ That policy had 
been devised in 1997, after an apparently consensual affair between 
a seventeen-year-old freshman and her mathematics professor left 
the student feeling, in her words, ‘betrayed’ and ‘used’.*) After Yale 
implemented its blanket ban, many other US universities quickly 
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followed. In 2020, University College London was the third British 
university to adopt a prohibition on teacher—student relationships.’ 
Universities invariably justify these prohibitions by citing the differ- 
ence in power between teacher and student — a difference, they say, 
that casts doubt on the meaningfulness of the student’s consent." 

The expansion of campus sexual harassment policies to cover 
consensual faculty—student relationships is part of the legacy of the 
women’s liberation movement. Yet as soon as this expansion began, 
some feminists denounced it as a profound betrayal of their prin- 
ciples. To deny that women students could consent to sex with their 
professors, they argued, inverted the rapist’s logic of ‘no means yes’ 
into the moralising logic “yes means no’. Were women university 
students not adults? Were they not entitled to have sex with whom 
they pleased? Did such policies not play into the hands of the resur- 
gent religious right, which was all too keen to control women’s 
sex lives? (As Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell and Sharon Thompson 
wrote in a gently critical letter to Adrienne Rich in 1981: ‘In the 
Reagan era, we can hardly afford to romanticize any old norm of 
a virtuous and moral sexuality. ") Some feminists in the 1980s and 
1990s also objected to the way in which these policies reinforced 
a hierarchical, and thus anti-feminist, understanding of peda- 
gogy: powerful professor versus vulnerable student. (Predictably, 
male opponents of the new prohibitions complained that they rep- 
resented a prudish attack on personal freedom and — in one notori- 
ous case — that they ignored the benefits to young women of losing 
their virginity to their male professors.”) But in the last two dec- 
ades these arguments have been less prominent, and comprehensive 
prohibitions on teacher—student relationships have had little push- 
back from feminists.” This is in keeping with a deepening feminist 
anxiety about the ethics of sexual relationships inflected by large 
differentials of power. When the relatively powerless consent to sex 
with the powerful, is it consent worth the name? 

It is, no doubt, sometimes the case that women students consent 
to sex they don’t really want because they are afraid of what will 
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happen if they don’t — a bad grade, a lacklustre recommendation, 
being ignored by their supervisor. But there are also many women 
students who consent to sex with their professors out of genuine 
desire. And there are professors whose romantic and sexual over- 
tures are very much wanted. To insist that the power differential 
between professor and student precludes consent is either to see 
women students, like children, as intrinsically incapable of consent 
to sex — or to see them as somehow incapacitated by the dazzling 
force of the professor. And which professor is really that good? 

But this is not to say that genuinely wanted teacher—student sex 
is unproblematic. Imagine a professor who happily accepts the infat- 
uated attentions of his student, takes her out on dates, has sex with 
her, makes her his girlfriend, perhaps as he has done with many 
students before. The student has consented, and not out of fear. Are 
we really prepared to say that there is nothing troubling here? But 
if there is something troubling, and the problem isn’t a lack of con- 
sent, then what is it? 

Is it too sterile, too boring to suggest that instead of sleeping with 
his student, this professor should have been — teaching her? 


n her formal response to her students’ sexual harassment com- 
bag Jane Gallop appealed to Freud’s notion of transference, 
the patient’s tendency to unconsciously project feelings associated 
with significant figures from childhood (usually a parent) onto 
the analyst. In many cases the result is what Freud called ‘trans- 
ference-love’, in which the object of the child’s devotion, infatua- 
tion and eagerness to please is displaced from parent onto analyst. 
Transference, Gallop says, ‘is also an inevitable part of any relation- 
ship we have to a teacher who really makes a difference.’ Falling in 
love with our teachers, in other words, is a sign that pedagogy has 
gone well. 

Perhaps. Certainly many of us ended up as professors because 
some teacher or teachers — at school, at university — prompted in us 
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new desires and wants. And those of us who teach will likely recog- 
nise something akin to transference not only in the students in whom 
we prompt similar desires, but also in the students who experience 
the exercise of our pedagogical authority as if it were a mortal attack 
on their independence, prompting outsized hostility rather than 
(outsized) adoration.” Even so, Gallop overlooks Freud’s insistence 
that analysts are ‘absolutely debarred’ from engaging romantically or 
sexually with their analysands.'° For Freud, as one reader puts it, ‘the 
analyst responds but does not respond in kind?" The analyst must 
not, that is, respond with either love or hostility to the analysand, 
and must not use the transference as a vehicle for their own emo- 
tional or physical gratification. (Freud helpfully reminds the analyst 
that the ‘patient's falling in love is induced by the analytic situation 
and is not to be ascribed to the charms of his person’.") Instead, 
Freud says, the analyst must use the transference-relation as a tool in 
the therapeutic process. The skilled analyst does this by drawing the 
analysand’s attention to the transference at work, and, Freud says, 
‘convinces’ her — I shall return to the ambiguity of that formula- 
tion — that her transference-feeling is nothing more than a projection 
of repressed emotion. ‘In this way, Freud says, ‘the transference is 
changed from the strongest weapon of the resistance into the best 
instrument of the analytic treatment . . . the most difficult as well as 
the most important part of the technique of analysis.’” 

What might it be for the professor to respond to the student’s 
transference-love, but not respond in kind — instead turning it to 
good use in the pedagogical process? It would involve, presum- 
ably, the professor ‘convincing’ the student that her desire for him 
is a form of projection: that what she really desires isn’t the pro- 
fessor at all, but what he represents. To switch from Freud’s terms 
to Plato’s, the teacher must redirect the student’s erotic ener- 
gies from himself towards their proper object: knowledge, truth, 
understanding. (Plato, like Freud, is often invoked in defences of 
professor—student sex, but in fact Socrates did not sleep with his 


students — to the apparent frustration of some of them. Indeed, in 
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the Republic, Socrates tells us that ‘sexual pleasure mustn’t come 
into’ relationships between philosopher-guardians and the young 
boys they are educating, ‘if they are to love and be loved in the right 
way’.*°) It is the bad teacher who absorbs the student’s erotic ener- 
gies into himself. As Freud puts it, “however highly he may prize 
love’, the good teacher must ‘prize even more highly the opportu- 
nity to help’ his student.” 

What about that ambiguity in Freud’s remark that the therapist 
must ‘convince’ the analysand that her transference feelings aren’t 
real feelings for the analyst, but mere projections? Does this mean 
the analyst must reveal a truth, or persuade the analysand of a lie? 
Freud’s answer is something in between. The patient’s transference 
really is a projection of repressed feelings: the therapist is loved as 
a symbol. But this doesn’t make the patient’s love any less genuine, 
for projection is, Freud says, ‘the essential character of every love’ .”” 
Transference-love ‘has perhaps a degree less of freedom than the 
love which appears in ordinary life . . . it displays its dependence 
on the infantile pattern more clearly, is less adaptable and capable 
of modification; but that is all and that is nothing essential?” So 
too, perhaps, with the student’s love for her professor. We can say 
that she is ‘really’ in love with what he represents, rather than the 
man himself. But who falls in love any other way? (Proust: “We fall 
in love for a smile, a look, a shoulder. That is enough; then, in the 
long hours of hope or sorrow, we fabricate a person, we compose 
a character.’) 

The differences here, between the infatuation a student has for 
her professor, and the infatuation anyone has for anyone else, are a 
matter of degree, not kind. The problem with teacher—student rela- 
tionships is not that they can’t involve genuine romantic love. Many 
professors are married to former students (a fact that defenders of 
teacher—student relationships frequently trot out, as if we were in a 
Shakespearean comedy, where all that ends in marriage ends well). 
But the question, as Freud shows us, isn’t whether ‘real’ romantic 
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love is possible in the pedagogical context, but whether real teach- 
ing is. 

Or, to put it another way, the question is what sort of love teach- 
ers, as teachers, should show towards their students. In an essay 
from 1999, ‘Embracing Freedom: Spirituality and Liberation’, bell 
hooks commands teachers to ask “How can I love these strangers, 
these others that I see in the classroom?’™* The love hooks is refer- 
ring to isn’t the exclusive, jealous, dyadic love of lovers, but some- 
thing more distanced, more controlled, more open to others and 


the world. It is no lesser a love for that. 


hen we speak of the power differential between teacher 

and student, it isn’t simply that the teacher has more influ- 
ence on how the student’s life will go than the student has on the 
fate of her teacher. Indeed, to represent it that way is to invite 
the counter that, really, women students have all the power, since 
they can get their male professors fired. (That’s the premise of 
David Mamet’s Oleanna.) Instead, the teacher—student relationship 
is characterised, in its nature, by a profound epistemic asymmetry. 
Teachers understand and know how to do certain things; stu- 
dents want to understand and know how to do those same things. 
Implicit in their relationship is the promise that the asymmetry 
will be reduced: that the teacher will confer on the student some 
of his power; will help her become, at least in one respect, more 
like him. When the teacher takes the student’s longing for epis- 
temic power and transposes it into a sexual key, allowing himself 
to be — or worse, making himself — the object of her desire, he has 
failed her as a teacher. 

Here is an account from a former student-girlfriend: 


For a long time, I went around feeling naive, humiliated, and 


ashamed. Many of his colleagues knew the extent of the errands 
Iran for him . . . Many of his colleagues were also my professors, 
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and the humiliation I felt in their presence was great. I was ridi- 
culed by students who were aware of what was going on. My 
emotional attachment to him earned me the title ‘Professor X’s 
pitbull’, as though I could not think for myself, only defend my 


master on command.” 


The relationship between teacher and student is upended. It was 
supposed to serve her needs; now, in the eyes of her professor- 
boyfriend, she serves his (doing his errands, feeding his ego). She 
is also — or so she imagines, but do we think she is wrong? — trans- 
formed in the eyes of her academic community as a whole. She is 
unable to relate any longer to her other professors as her teachers; 
they are now her boyfriend’s (judgemental) colleagues. She may 
still be enrolled, but is she really a student any longer? If she were 
to leave, would we be surprised? 

In a discussion in Critical Inquiry following the publication of 
Feminist Accused of Sexual Harassment, James Kincaid, a professor of 
English at the University of Southern California, defended Gallop 
from the charge of sexual harassment — a charge that, in his view, 
lacks a sense of ‘fun’.*® Kincaid opens his case by transcribing a 


letter he received from a student the previous semester: 


Dear Professor Kinkade: 

I never do this kind of thing, but my roommate keeps telling 
me I should, she says, go ahead and tell him if you feel like it, so 
I am. I really like your class and the way you have of explaining 
things. I mean I read these poems and they don’t mean a thing 
to me until you start talking and then they do. It’s the way you 
talk that is different from the other teachers I have had in the 
English Department, who may know more than you but can’t 
get it across if you know what I mean. But when you were saying 
that the Romantic poets wrote about feelings, unlike the 17th- 
century poets like Pope, who didn’t, I knew right away what you 
meant. I have a lot of feelings myself, though I am not exactly a 
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poet ha ha. But anyhow, I just wanted to say thanks and hope you 
keep it up because I really like it. 


Kincaid reads the note as flirtatious, an initiation, a come-on: 


That note, unsigned and heartfelt, expresses true desire . . . My 
admirer hopes that I will keep it up because he or she likes it, 
and he or she writes me this note hoping that I will like it. I will 
like it and he or she will like it and we will, together, keep it up 
because it is fun for both of us to like and be liked and to keep 
being liked without end. Nobody reaches the finish line; nobody 
is empowered, and nobody is victimized, either. If my perceptive 
student and I go beyond writing notes and make all this material, 
it will not be because I have something to give and he or she to 
take, or vice versa, but because we like it and want to keep it up. 
A physical relationship will not be progress, just difference. 


Kincaid, whose profession it is to interpret and to teach others to 
interpret, is here engaged in what would be a satire of a certain 
sort of ‘perverse’ psychoanalytic interpretation, if the occasion for 
it weren't, as Kincaid says, a ‘heartfelt’ letter from a young woman. 
(Kincaid insists on the ambiguity of the student’s gender — ‘he or 
she’ — but we know that this is a young woman, if not from the tone 
of the letter, then from the gender of the writer’s dorm roommate. 
What investment does Kincaid have in acting as if this letter and his 
response have nothing to do with gender?) 

As it is, Kincaid’s reading of the letter is a kind of abuse, a porni- 
fication of a sweet, earnest declaration of feeling. The student, for 
the first time, gets the meaning of poetry, and she is awestruck by 
this professor who has, alone among all the professors she has had, 
been able to show her what poetry means. Kincaid ignores all this, 
and focuses instead on the final line, ‘I hope you keep it up because 


I really like it’, turning it into a crude sexual pun. He is hard for his 
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student, and she’s enjoying it, and wants it to continue, ad infini- 
tum, just because it’s fun. 

But that isn’t what his student said. She wants him to ‘keep it 
up’ — that is, keep on teaching — not just because it’s enjoyable, 
though it is that too, but because it helps her understand what 
poetry means: ‘I mean I read these poems and they don’t mean a 
thing to me until you start talking and then they do.’ She wants for 
herself the capacity to understand poetry, not just the pleasure of 
watching him exercise that capacity. It is Kincaid’s insistence on the 
masturbatory aspect of his student’s desire that allows him to say, of 
an imagined future in which he and his student ‘go beyond writing 
notes and make all this material’, that ‘nobody is empowered, and 
nobody is victimized, either.’ 

Is there no difference in power between Kincaid, author of Child- 
Loving:The Erotic Child andVictorian Culture, and his student? I want to 
leave aside the (un-fun) matter of institutional power: who grades 
whom, who writes recommendations for whom, and so on. There 
are other differences in power here. First, epistemic power. Kincaid 
knows how to read in a way that makes reading meaningful; the 
student lacks, but wants to have, this power. Part of what is par- 
ticularly disturbing about Kincaid’s reading of the letter is that the 
student is not intellectually sophisticated. Kincaid’s calling her ‘per- 
ceptive’ feels manipulative and cruel, giving her a simulacrum of 
what she wants — the teacher’s own mastery. Indeed, Kincaid only 
reproduces the letter, presumably without her permission, because 
he is confident that she isn’t the type to read Critical Inquiry. But 
what if she did read it? How might she be expected to feel, seeing 
her youthful earnestness exhibited as a sexual trophy? 

Second, there is Kincaid’s power to interpret not only poetry, but 
the student herself. This is a sort of metaphysical power: that is, a 
power not only to reveal the truth, but to make it. He tells us that 
her letter is latently sexual, that its natural fulfilment would be sex — 
that sex would do no more than ‘make all this material’. What would 


happen if Kincaid offered this reading to the student herself, who 
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trusts him to reveal the truth in things written? Did Kincaid have the 
power to make it true that her letter was, in a sense, sexual all along? 

Kincaid would perhaps protest that her letter is sexual, albeit 
latently. It isn’t as if there aren’t any expressions of desire to be 
found there. It opens as if it were a confession of love: ‘I never do 
this kind of thing . . >» The student declares that she has ‘a lot of 
feelings’, and then immediately makes fun of herself for it (“ha ha’). 
Kincaid is special, ‘different from the other teachers’. He is per- 
haps correct in implying that he could sleep with this student if 
he wanted to — without any need for coercion, threats or offers 
of a quid pro quo. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do much more than 
read her some Wordsworth, call her ‘perceptive’ and lead her to 
the bedroom. So what? Are we really to believe that Kincaid isn’t 
deliberately sexualising this interaction, that he is merely passive 
and obedient in the face of his student’s will? 

Of course, it is hard to read someone’s mind on the basis of one 
letter. Perhaps the student simply admires and wants to be 
like Kincaid. Or maybe she doesn’t know what she wants: to be 
like Kincaid, or to have Kincaid. Or she wants both, and takes 
having Kincaid as a means to, or a sign of, being like him. Or she 
believes that she can’t ever be like Kincaid, and so longs, as a second 
best, to have him instead. Perhaps, even, she just wants to have sex 
with Kincaid, and all the talk of poetry is just an attempt at seduction. 
Still, whichever of these possibilities is right, it may well be possible 
for Kincaid to get his student consensually to have sex with him. 
Where a student’s desire is inchoate — Do I want to be like him, or to 
have him? — it is all too easy for the teacher to steer it in the second 
direction. Likewise when the student (wrongly) thinks that sleeping 
with her teacher is a means to becoming like her teacher, or a sign 
that she is like him already (He wants me so I must be brilliant), Even 
where it is clear that the student’s desire is to be like the teacher, 
it’s not hard for a teacher to convince the student that her desire is 
really for him, or that sleeping with him is a way to become like him. 
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(What better way to understand the ‘feelings’ of the Romantic 
poets than to experience those feelings yourself?) 

Whatever may be in the student’s mind, it is surely the case that 
Kincaid’s focus, as a teacher, should be on directing his student’s 
desire away from himself, and towards its proper object: her epis- 
temic empowerment. If this is what the student wants already, then 
all Kincaid has to do is exercise some restraint, and not sexualise 
what is a sincere expression of her desire to learn. If the student is 
ambivalent or confused in her desires, Kincaid must go a step fur- 
ther and draw boundaries, redirecting the student’s desires in the 
proper direction. Freud thinks that in psychoanalysis this should be 
done explicitly, by telling the patient that she is experiencing trans- 
ference. In the pedagogical context, taking that approach would 
be deeply awkward. (For all the intimacy of the teacher—student 
relationship, teachers aren’t supposed to be reading their students’ 
hearts, even if we can.) But there are subtler ways to redirect a 
student’s energies, quiet ways of stepping back, drawing attention 
away from oneself and towards an idea, a text, a way of seeing. By 
failing even to try to do this, Kincaid fails to be what his student is 
praising him for being: a good teacher. 

Teachers must resist the temptation to allow themselves to be, or 
to make themselves, the receptacle of their students’ desires. I am 
not saying that teaching can or should be entirely free of narcis- 
sistic satisfactions. But there is a difference between enjoying the 
desires you ignite in your students even as you deflect them away 
from yourself, and making yourself their object. This sort of narcis- 
sism is the enemy of good teaching. Sexualisation is its most obvious 
manifestation, but it can take other forms. Part of what is striking 
about the case of Avital Ronell, the NYU professor of German and 
Comparative Literature who in 2018 was suspended from teaching 
for sexually harassing a graduate student, is how little of the abuse 
she allegedly perpetrated was sexual in nature. She demanded that 
he spend countless hours in her presence or talking with her on 


the phone, that he ‘schedule his life around her wants and needs’, 
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that he ‘distance himself from friends and family’, that he not travel 
out of New York. Had Ronnell not also touched him and sent him 
sexually explicit messages, presumably NYU would not have found 
that she had violated Title IX. But she would still have failed in her 
duties as a teacher, insofar as she used her student to gratify her own 
narcissistic needs. Here we see one limit of sexual harassment pol- 
icies in the classroom. At best, such policies prohibit certain egre- 
gious failures of good teaching. But they do not teach us how to 
teach well. 


E arlier I asked what investment Kincaid might have in talking 
about his student as if she could be of any gender. What is it that 
he doesn’t want to face? Most obviously, that the situation he is in 
fact describing — older, male professor; younger, female student — 
is the most common form of teacher—student relationship. Kincaid 
doesn’t want us to see him as a cliché. He also presumably doesn’t 
want us thinking about — or isn’t himself aware of — the gender 
dynamics that underpin this cliché. By this I don’t only mean the 
way that boys and men are socialised to find domination sexy, and 
girls and women to find subordination sexy; or the way that some 
male professors blend sexual entitlement with intellectual narcis- 
sism, seeing sex with women students as the delayed reward for suf- 
fering through an adolescence in which brawn or cool were prized 
more highly than brains. What I mean, most importantly, is the way 
that women are socialised to interpret their feelings about men they 
admire. 

Adrienne Rich described the institution of ‘compulsory hetero- 
sexuality’ as a political structure that compels all women, straight 
and gay alike, to regulate their relations to other women in a way 
that is congenial to patriarchy.” One of its mechanisms is the tacit 
instruction of women in how they should feel, or interpret their 
feelings, about women they admire. The appropriate response is 
envy, not desire. You must want to be like that woman; it could 
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never be that you simply want her. But when it comes to the men 
they find compelling, the opposite applies: it must be that you want 
him, it can’t be that you want to be like him. 

Regina Barreca, speaking of and to women who ended up as pro- 
fessors, asks: “At what point . . . did the moment come for each of 
us when we realized that we wanted to be the teacher, and not sleep 
with the teacher?’** The default for most women, Barreca suggests, is 
to interpret the desire sparked in her by a (male) teacher as a desire for 
the teacher: an interpretation she must overcome if she is ever going 
to become the teacher herself. Male students, meanwhile, relate to 
their male professors as they are socialised to do: by wanting to be 
like them (and, at the limit, wanting to destroy and replace them: its 
own source of psychic drama). This difference between women and 
men in how likely they are to see their teachers as objects of emula- 
tion rather than attraction isn’t the effect of some natural, primordial 
difference in disposition. It is the result of gendered socialisation. 

To be clear: it is no less a pedagogical failure for a woman profes- 
sor to sleep with her male student, or for her to sleep with a woman 
student, or for a male professor to sleep with a male student.” But 
an ethical appraisal of the phenomenon of consensual teacher— 
student sex misses something crucial if it doesn’t register that it 
typically involves male professors sleeping with women students. 
The professor’s failure in such cases — that is, most actual cases of 
consensual teacher—student sex — isn’t just a failure to redirect the 
student’s erotic energies towards its proper object. It is a failure 
to resist taking advantage of the fact that women are socialised in 
a particular way under patriarchy — that is, socialised in a way that 
conduces to patriarchy. And, what is just as important, it reproduces 
the very dynamics on which it feeds, by making sure that the bene- 
fits of education will not accrue equally to men and women. 

Adrienne Rich, in a lecture she gave in 1978 to the teachers of 
women students, spoke of what she called the ‘misleading concept’ 
of ‘coeducation’: ‘that because women and men are sitting in the 


same classrooms, hearing the same lectures, reading the same books, 
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performing the same laboratory experiments, they are receiving an 
equal education’. *° For women do not enter or exist in the classroom 
on equal terms with men. They are assumed to be less intellectually 
capable, encouraged to take fewer risks and be less ambitious, given 
less mentoring, socialised to be less confident and to take themselves 
less seriously, told that evidence of a mind is a sexual liability and that 
their self-worth depends on their capacity to attract men’s sexual 
attention. They are groomed to be caretakers and mothers and dot- 
ing wives rather than scholars or intellectuals. ‘If it is dangerous for 
me to walk home late of an evening from the library, because I am a 
woman and can be raped, asked Rich, ‘how self-possessed, how exu- 
berant can I feel as I sit working in that library?’*' Equally, we might 
ask: If I know that my professor sees me not (only) as a student to be 
taught, but (also) as a body to be fucked, how self-possessed, how 
exuberant can I feel sitting in his classroom? 

Early feminist theorists of workplace sexual harassment argued 
that the harm it did to women’s lives wasn’t a mere contingency — was 
not, that is, just a matter of women’s negative psychological response 
to certain patterns of male behaviour. Rather, it was the function 
of sexual harassment to harm women in these ways: to police and 
enforce their subordinate roles both as women and as workers.*” Is 
it such a stretch to think that the function, however unconscious, of 
the widespread practice of male professors making sexual advances 
on their female students is to impress on women their proper place 
in the university? That women are allowed into the university to play 
the role not of student or would-be professor, but of sexual conquest, 
fawning girlfriend, emotional caretaker, wife, secretary? Is it a stretch 
to think that this practice represents not just a failure of pedagogy, but 
a reinforcement of patriarchal gender norms? 

A friend of mine, an exceptionally brilliant woman academic, 
once explained to a male colleague that, had any of her male men- 
tors, in college or grad school, ever so much as put a hand on her 
knee, it would have ‘destroyed’ her. The colleague was taken aback. 


He recognised that such an action would have been creepy, wrong, 
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an instance of sexual harassment — but how could such a small ges- 
ture destroy anyone? What he didn’t know, she explained to him, 
was what it is like to have one’s sense of intellectual worth rest so 


precariously on the approbation of men. 


I n ‘Eros, Eroticism and the Pedagogical Process’ bell hooks writes 
of her experience as a new professor: ‘No one talked about the 
body in relation to teaching. What did one do with the body in the 
classroom?” What you are supposed to do or not do with your 
body, and with your students’ bodies, is something university teach- 
ers do not, as a rule, talk about. Or, when they do talk about it, the 
discussion has almost always been set up by anxious administrators, 
in the form of mandatory sexual harassment training — training that 
has little to do with what is special or particular about the peda- 
gogical relationship. Lessons from the workplace are transferred to 
the classroom, with no thought given to the way teaching might be 
characterised by peculiar risks and peculiar responsibilities. 

Sometimes these conversations happen informally. A friend of 
mine, a young professor of law, recently described to me the awk- 
wardness of sharing a gym with his undergraduates. They are free 
to look at his body, he said, while he ‘of course pretends they don’t 
have bodies at all’. I like that he said ‘of course’: it is self-evident to 
him that he cannot be a good teacher while also contemplating his 
students to any degree as potential sexual partners. * 

But this is not self-evident to many, sometimes with poignant 
consequences. Another friend, when he was a graduate student, was 
mortified to learn that some of his women students were complain- 
ing that he stared at their legs when they wore shorts or skirts to 
class. No one had told this graduate student what it might mean for 
him, as a man, to teach under patriarchy: that if he just let his gaze 
go where it ‘naturally’ went, let his conversations and interactions 
with his students proceed as they ‘naturally’ might, he would likely 
fail to treat his women students on equal terms with his male stu- 


dents. No one told him that, unless he stopped himself doing what 
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came ‘naturally’ to him, he would likely end up treating the women 
in his class not fully as students, but also as bodies to be consumed, 
prizes to be won, emotional reservoirs from which to draw. What’s 
more, no one had told him that his women students, raised as they 
had been on unequal terms from the start, might well go along with 
it. As a result, the young women he taught had been let down. But 
so, too, had this graduate student, whose own teachers had failed to 
teach him how to teach. 

In 2019, Danielle Bradford sued the University of Cambridge, 
from which she had recently graduated, under the UK’s Equality 
Act for its gross mishandling of her complaints of persistent sexual 
harassment by a graduate student instructor. The university had 
upheld Bradford’s claim, but the only action it took was to insist, 
first, that the instructor write Bradford a letter of apology, and sec- 
ond that he have no further contact with her — a condition the uni- 
versity ensured would be met partly by restricting Bradford (not 
her harasser) from entering certain campus buildings. The instruc- 
tor, meanwhile, continued to teach undergraduates. On Twitter, 
Bradford complained that the university did not make her harasser 
undergo any training in how to teach. The firm handling Bradford’s 
case is run by Ann Olivarius, one of the women who, as an under- 
graduate at Yale in 1977, sued the university for its failure to deal 
with complaints of sexual harassment. That suit ushered in a new 
era for the regulation of sexual harassment on US campuses. But the 
conversation about the sexual ethics of teaching in that era was at 
best incomplete. Will Bradford’s suit make a difference? 

The contrast is striking, on this score, between university teach- 
ing and the profession of psychotherapy. Learning to anticipate and 
negotiate the dynamics of transference is central to the training 
of therapists, and involves an emphasis on the importance of not 
responding to the patient’s desires in kind. The training of univer- 
sity professors involves none of this; in the US, at least, graduate 
students and junior professors are given little pedagogical training 


of any sort. But this difference in training does not, it seems to 
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me, track a fundamental difference in kind between therapy and 
teaching. In both cases, there is an asymmetrical relation of need 
and trust; in both cases, intense emotions can be expected to arise; 
in both cases, sex undermines the aims of the practice. There is 
nothing obviously distinctive about university teaching that makes 
teacher—student sex permissible, but not therapist—patient sex. 
Is the difference a function of the contingencies of history? Freud 
wrote thoughtfully but unequivocally about the sexual ethics of psy- 
choanalysis at the start of the twentieth century, setting out prin- 
ciples and norms for nearly all schools of psychotherapy thereafter. 
Pedagogy has not, in this respect, had its Freud. Plato, who perhaps 
came closest, is all too easily misread. 

Perhaps it isn’t too late. The trend towards increased regulation of 
sex on Campus creates an opportunity for professors, as a group, to 
think about the aims of pedagogical practice, and the norms of con- 
duct appropriate to achieving them. Professors have a strong incentive 
to take these things seriously: if they don’t regulate themselves, they 
will — there have already been instances — be regulated from above, 
with all the attendant consequences. Top-down regulation is unlikely 
to take into account the ethical and psychic complexities of teaching; 
instead, it will reflect administrators’ desires to cover their backs, and 
the law’s tendency to see the classroom on the model of the work- 
place. It is striking that when the law does regulate therapist—patient 
relationships, it almost always does so in the terms accepted by thera- 
pists themselves: the terms, that is, of what therapists as therapists 
owe to their patients as patients. What might it be for professors to 
lead administrators and the law in thinking not merely in the familiar 
terms of consent, coercion and conflict of interest — but in terms of 
what university teachers, as teachers, owe their students, as students? 


What might it be for us to set out a sexual ethics of pedagogy? 


magine a student who, infatuated with her professor, pursues him 
and, thrilled when he returns her attentions, has sex with him, 
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dates him, only eventually to realise that she was just the latest in a 
string of students, and that their affair is less a sign of her special- 
ness than it is of his vanity. What happens next? Feeling betrayed 
and embarrassed, she can no longer take his classes, or spend time 
in his department (her department); she worries about which of his 
colleagues (her teachers) know about the relationship, and whether 
they might hold it against her; she suspects (rightly) that her aca- 
demic successes will be chalked up to her relationship with him. 
Now recognise that this is an experience that happens to many 
women, and almost no men; and, further, that this isn’t because of 
some natural division of sexual labour, but because of the psycho- 
sexual order into which men and women are inducted, from which 
men disproportionately benefit and by which women are dispro- 
portionately harmed. I think it is clear that our imaginary young 
woman was not sexually harassed by her professor. But was she not 
denied the benefits of education ‘on the basis of sex’? 

While consensual professor—student relationships do not fit the 
definition of sexual harassment, they might still count as sex dis- 
crimination. For such relationships often — predictably, and seri- 
ously — harm women’s educations.” And they do so on the basis of 
sex. On the conventional legal understanding of sex discrimination, 
discriminating ‘on the basis of sex’ involves treating women and 
men differently. Clearly, the male professor who only has sexual 
relationships with women students treats his female and male stu- 
dents differently. So does the male professor who only has sexual 
relationships with male students, or the female professor who only 
has sexual relationships with male students. Bisexuality poses a 
problem for this understanding of sex discrimination. (Is it not sex 
discrimination if a boss hits on both his female and male subordi- 
nates?) This is one reason to favour an alternative understanding of 
what it means to discriminate ‘on the basis of sex’. For Catharine 
MacKinnon, Lin Farley and other feminist pioneers of sexual har- 
assment theory, the essence of sex discrimination lies not in differ- 


ential treatment but treatment that reproduces inequality. Take the 
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boss who hits on his secretary, a woman. The problem isn’t that the 
boss doesn’t also hit on his male underlings, but that his unwanted 
sexual advances, as MacKinnon puts it, “express and reinforce the 
social inequality of women to men’.”° 

Can the same be said of consensual professor—student relation- 
ships? Perhaps there are some male professors who sleep with their 
students but are entirely unaroused by their status as students. 
Perhaps. Even so, are we really to believe that the more typical situ- 
ation isn’t one in which everyday heterosexual desire is erotically 
underscored by the professor—student dynamic? I know of a woman 
who, as an undergraduate, began a relationship with her professor 
that lasted several years beyond college. When she finally broke up 
with him, she explained that ‘there’s just something about an adult 
man who wants to date his freshman.’ That ‘something’, I take it, 
was an erotic investment in gendered domination. 

Leaving aside the question of what teacher—student relationships 
express, it is easy enough to say what they produce. They often, if 
not universally, harm women in ways that derail their education. 
This is obviously true in the case of women who stop going to class, 
who become convinced they are not cut out for academic life, who 
drop out of college or grad school. But it is also true in the case of 
women who stay on with a diminished sense of their intellectual 
capacities, newly suspicious when other male professors show an 
interest in their work and anxious that, should they succeed, their 
successes will be attributed to someone or something else. These 
relationships are sometimes, often, wanted. Are they any less dis- 
criminatory for that? 


m I moralising?There is something prurient in the cultural fas- 
cination with professor—student sex that should make us sus- 
picious of the impulse to regulate ie” Transgression is not grounds 
for regulation, especially where sex is concerned. But discrimina- 
tion does potentially provide those grounds. What matters is the 
effect that teacher—student relationships have on the lives of the 
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students — usually women — who participate in them, and on the 
lives and fortunes of women as a class. Yet the truth is that under 
patriarchy, as a system, women are subjected to discrimination ‘on 
the basis of sex’ wherever they go, including the university. How 
could it be otherwise? The question for feminists is which forms 
of inequality we will use the law to address, and which forms are 
susceptible only to the forces of social change. 

Title IX and the sexual harassment policies it yielded are regu- 
latory instruments intended, at least officially, to make university 
campuses more equal, fair and just for women. But they have done 
so, in part, by making campuses less fair and just in other respects — 
a fact that many feminists are loath to acknowledge. Sometimes 
the victims of this injustice are women. In 1984, the year after the 
first consensual relationship policies appeared on US campuses, 
the courts upheld the sanctioning of a graduate student, Kristine 
Naragon, at Louisiana State University, for conducting a romantic 
relationship with a woman freshman student she wasn’t teaching. * 
At the time, LSU did not officially prohibit such relationships, but 
Naragon was sanctioned after persistent complaints from the stu- 
dents’ parents about the lesbian relationship. No sanction had been 
handed out to a male professor in the same department who had 
conducted an affair with a woman student whose work he had the 
responsibility of grading. 

The Office for Civil Rights, which administers Title IX, does not 
track racial statistics for allegations of Title IX violations. Campus 
Title IX officers are charged with protecting students from discrimi- 
nation on the basis of sex, but not from discrimination on the basis of 
race, sexuality, immigration status or class. Thus, as a matter of Title 
IX law, it is of no concern that the small minority of black students at 
Colgate University have been disproportionately targeted for sexual 
violation complaints; and, as a matter of law, no notes are kept on 
where else this might be happening.” Janet Halley, a professor of law 
at Harvard, has spent years documenting the unseen wages of cam- 


pus sexual harassment policies, including accusations that unfairly 
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target men of colour, undocumented immigrants and trans students. 
‘How can the left care about these people when the frame is mass 
incarceration, immigration or trans-positivity,’ she asks, ‘and actively 
reject fairness protections for them under Title IX?’*° 

So, we must ask: would legally recognising faculty—student 
relationships as sex-discriminatory — and thus a violation of Title 
IX — make campuses fairer for all women, for queer people, for 
immigrants, for the precariously employed, for people of colour? 
Or would it lead to further failures of due process, unfair in them- 
selves but doubly so in that they disproportionately target people 
who are already marginalised? Would it inadvertently strengthen 
the hand of cultural conservatives who are all too keen to control 
women under the guise of protecting them? Would it be used as a 
means to suppress academic freedom? Would it be seen, however 
falsely, as the ultimate reductio ad absurdum of campus sexual harass- 
ment policies, a clear sign, if one were needed, that the feminists 
had well and truly lost their minds? 

The history of sexual harassment law is a story of the mobilisation 
of the law in service of gender justice. But it’s a history that also points 
to the limits of the law. Where precisely those limits are — the point 
beyond which the law must cease trying to guide culture, but instead 


wait impatiently for it — is a question not of principle, but of politics. 


began writing a version of this essay in 2012, five years after 

I had finished my undergraduate degree at Yale, and two years 
after Yale implemented its blanket prohibition on faculty—student 
sex. I was then a graduate student in philosophy, a discipline with its 
unfair share of both sexual harassment and consensual faculty—student 
relationships. I was struck then, as I am today, by how limited 
philosophers’ thinking was on the question of whether professors should 
have sex with or date their students. How could the same people who 
were used to wrestling with the ethics of eugenics and torture (issues 
you might have imagined were more clear-cut) think that all there was 


to say about professor—student sex was that it was fine if consensual? 
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Many philosophers prefer to see complexity only where it suits 
them. Philosophy is a discipline dominated by men, including many 
men who feel — or historically have felt — powerless in the face of 
women, and who trade on their professional status for sex as a way of 
getting their just deserts. I remember once reading on an anonymous 
philosophy blog a comment by a philosopher — I can’t imagine it was 
a woman — who asked why there should be any difference between a 
professor asking to have sex with a student and asking to play tennis 
with her. Why, indeed? ‘When you are a woman and a philosopher, 
wrote the French philosopher Michele Le Doeuff, ‘it is useful to be a 
feminist in order to understand what is happening to you.’ 

As a graduate student I wanted to explain to the men in my dis- 
cipline, as I have tried to explain here, that the absence of consent 
isn’t the only indicator of problematic sex; that a practice which is 
consensual can also be systemically damaging; that the pedagogical 
relationship might come with certain responsibilities beyond the 
ones we owe each other as persons. I wanted to explain to them 
that it was precisely because pedagogy was or could be an erotically 
charged experience that it could be harmful to sexualise it. I wanted 
to explain that refraining from having sex with their students wasn’t 
the same as treating students as children. 

Now that I am a professor, I confess that some of these arguments 
don’t grip me in the way they once did. Not because I think they 
are wrong — I still think they are right — but because I no longer feel 
them to be, in a sense, necessary. As a teacher, I see that my under- 
graduate students, and in some cases my graduate students, for all 
their maturity, intelligence and self-directedness, are, in an impor- 
tant sense, still children. I don’t mean this as a claim about their legal 
or cognitive or moral status. They are perfectly capable of consent, 
and have the right to determine the course of their lives just as I have 
the right to determine the course of mine. I simply mean that my 
students are so very young. I didn’t know, when I was in their place, 
how young I was, and how young I must have seemed even to those 
professors who were kind enough to treat me like the fully fledged 
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intellectual I mistakenly thought I was. There are plenty of people 
my students’ age, most of them not in university and will never be, 
who are adults in ways that my students simply aren’t. My students’ 
youthfulness has much to do with the sort of institutions at which 
I have taught, filled with the sort of young people who have been 
allowed, by virtue of their class and race, to remain young, even as 
many of their peers have been required to grow up too quickly. 

The youthfulness of my students, undergrad and grad, has a lot to 
do, too, with the peculiar liminal space in which they, as students, 
exist. Their lives are intense, chaotic, thrilling: open and largely as 
yet unformed. It is hard sometimes not to envy them. Some pro- 
fessors find it difficult to resist the temptation to try and assimilate 
themselves to their students. But it seems obvious to me — not as a 
general moral precept, but in the specific sense of what is called for 
in the moments of confrontation with our own past selves which 
are part of what it is to teach — that one must stand back, step away 
and leave them to get on with it. Jane Tompkins, in A Life in School 
(1996), writes: ‘Life is right in front of me in the classroom, in the 
faces and bodies of the students. They are life, and I want us to share 
our lives, make something together, for as long as the course lasts, 
and let that be enough. *? 

In my very first week as a new professor, I attended a dinner with 
faculty members and graduate students in my department. I was 
closer in age to the grad students than I was to most of the fac- 
ulty members, and I remember feeling relaxed and happy in their 
company. After dinner, the wine not yet finished, everyone buzz- 
ing, the head of the department told me he was calling it a night. 
Eyeing two graduate students horsing around across the table, he 
laughed: ‘When they start sitting on each other, I think it’s time to 
head home.’ He was right, and I followed him out, leaving my stu- 
dents to get on with it.** 
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black professor I know likes to tell his students they should 

have a plan for what to do if they win. What should feminists 
do if they win? The question will strike many as extravagantly hypo- 
thetical. Feminists do not have power, they will say; instead, they 
‘speak truth to power’, from a place of relative powerlessness. 
Except that some feminists, like it or not, have quite a lot of power. 
This is true, for example, of the feminists who have been instru- 
mental in the shaping of university and workplace sexual harass- 
ment policies, the priorities of global NGOs, and the treatment of 
women in domestic and international law. It is true of the self-styled 
feminists who have slotted into existing systems of power as politi- 
cal leaders and CEOs. It is true of the feminists whose aims con- 
verge, however unintentionally, with those of the political right: for 
example, the anti-porn and anti-prostitution feminists of the 1970s 
and 1980s, and the trans-exclusionary feminists of today. And it 
is increasingly true of the feminists who, through social media, 
have been able to direct public attention towards the behaviour of 
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sexually abusive men. To be sure, these feminists with power are 
almost all wealthy, and usually white and from western countries. In 
that sense, feminism has reproduced the world’s inequalities within 
its own ranks. But the fact that most women — working-class and 
immigrant women of the global north, the poor brown and black 
women of the global south — remain relatively disempowered is no 
reason to deny that some feminists wield considerable power. What 


should they do with it? 


i n September 2019, the Guardian reported on the emergence of gov- 
ernment-sponsored ‘drive-thru brothels’ in Cologne, Germany: 


Located on the edge of town, the result is a kind of sex drive- 
through. Customers drive down a one-way street, into a roughly 
two-acre open-air space where sex workers can offer their ser- 
vices. Once hired, the sex worker accompanies the customer 
into a semi-private parking stall. For safety, each stall allows sex 
workers to easily flee if necessary — the stall is designed so that 
the driver’s door can’t be opened, but the passenger one can — 
and there’s an emergency button to call for help. Social workers 
are present on site and offer a space to rest, stay warm and access 


services.! 


Karen Ingala Smith, the CEO of nia, a London-based charity set up 
‘to end violence against women and children’, tweeted the article 
with the comment: ‘For me, images of these drive-in brothels, 
looking so much like live-stock sheds, or garages, exemplify 
the dehumanisation of prostituted women.’? Making Herstory, 
another British charity that works to end violence against women, 
tweeted: ‘Anything to safeguard easy access to abused, impover- 
ished and trafficked-in victims, right?’’ The image accompanying 
the article — a large wooden shed, divided into car-sized lots by col- 


oured metal dividers — is a provocation to feminist sensibilities. The 
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semiotics of the building make its function explicit: the anonymous 
and routinised sexual servicing of men by women. Its panic buttons 
and escape routes are a frank acknowledgement that a proportion 
of the clients will be violent. The building is expressive of every- 
thing feminists loathe about the state of relations between men and 
women: a built testament to men’s physical, sexual and economic 
dominance. 

Yet if we read the image differently — not as a symbol of the state 
of relations between men and women, but as a pragmatic response 
to it — we can perceive an impulse to make the world more liveable 
for a particular group of women. Once we take it as given that under 
current economic conditions many women will be compelled to sell 
sex, and that under current ideological conditions many men will 
buy it, the most important question remaining is: what can we do 
to strengthen the hand of women in this bargain? Nicole Schulze, a 
sex worker in Cologne, told the Guardian: ‘I think every city should 
have a secure space for sex workers to work, to rest. Every city 
should have that because there’s prostitution in every city.’ 

The feminist debate about sex work very often involves a tension 
between these two levels of analysis: between the symbolic force 
of sex work and its reality. At the level of the symbol, prostitution 
is seen as a distillation of women’s condition under patriarchy. The 
prostitute is the perfected figure of women’s subordinate status, just 
as the john is the perfected figure of male domination. Their sexual 
transaction, defined by inequality and often accompanied by vio- 
lence, stands in for the state of sexual relations between women 
and men more generally. Seen this way, the prostitute calls out to 
be saved, the john to be punished, and their transactional sex to be 
stopped — for the good of all women. 

Anti-prostitution feminists propose to answer this call through 
the criminalisation of sex work: making the buying, and sometimes 
also the selling, of sex illegal. But the criminalisation of sex work 
does not, on the whole, help sex workers, much less ‘save’ them. 


Indeed we know, because sex workers have long been telling us, that 
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legal restrictions on sex work make their lives harder, more danger- 
ous, more violent and more precarious.* When prostitution is crim- 
inalised, as in most of the US, sex workers are raped by johns, and 
by the police, with impunity. When prostitution is partly legalised, 
as in the UK, women who work together for safety are arrested for 
‘brothel-keeping’, and — if they are immigrants — deported. When 
prostitution is legalised but heavily state-regulated, as in Germany 
and the Netherlands, male managers and brothel-keepers grow 
rich, while women who are unable to meet licensing requirements 
join a shadowy criminal class, susceptible to trafficking and forced 
prostitution. When buying but not selling sex is illegal, as in the 
‘Nordic model’, johns demand increased privacy for their trans- 
actions with sex workers, forcing women to take greater risks to 
make the same money.’ Under none of these criminalising regimes 
are sex workers, as a class, better off. 

I am not suggesting that anti-prostitution feminists — Catharine 
MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, Susan Brownmiller, Kathleen Barry, 
Julie Bindel, Sheila Jeffreys — think of themselves as engaging in a sym- 
bolic politics. Far from it: most anti-prostitution feminists are clearly 
conscious of, and exercised by, the grim reality of much sex work. (I 
say ‘most’ anti-prostitution feminists because some are by their own 
admission indifferent to the welfare of sex workers; Julie Burchill, for 
example, has said that when ‘the sex war is won prostitutes should be 
shot as collaborators for their terrible betrayal of all women’ .*) At the 
same time, sex workers insist that anti-prostitution efforts make their 
lives worse, not better. What are we to make of this? 

What affective investment do anti-prostitution feminists have in 
the criminalisation of sex work, such that their genuine concern for 
sex workers ends, paradoxically, in a refusal to hear what they have 
to say? When Molly Smith and Juno Mac began writing Revolting 
Prostitutes (2018), a formidable defence of sex workers’ rights, they 
formed a reading group with other sex workers on the history of 
anti-prostitution writing, much of it by feminists. ‘For feminist 


women, they write, 
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the figure of the prostitute often comes to represent the trauma 
that is inflicted on all women within patriarchy — the ultimate 
symbol of women’s pain, of the violence that women suffer. The 
client thus becomes the symbol of all violent men: he is the avatar 
of unadulterated violence against women, the archetypal preda- 
tor. We deeply sympathise with this perspective. Our lives too 
have been shaped by gendered violence, and we understand the 
political impulse to punish the man who has come to symbolise 
this trauma ... And, of course, proponents of the Nordic model 
are right in identifying prostitution as a deeply unequal transac- 
tion — one scarred by patriarchy as well as by white supremacy, 
poverty, and colonialism. It seems intuitively right to criminalise 
the men who are, in many ways, the living embodiments of these 
huge power differentials.’ 


For Smith and Mac, it is the desire to punish the men who buy 
sex — as individuals, but also as stand-ins for all violent men — 
which explains the contradictions of a feminism that makes life 
worse for sex workers. Smith and Mac understand that desire. They 
don’t deny that johns are ‘in many ways’ apt symbols of patriarchy. 
But they do insist that a choice must be made between satisfying 
the desire to punish men and empowering the women who sell 
sex in order to live. Put another way, the psychic, and perhaps 
moral, satisfactions of punishing men can be had only at the cost of 
women — and often the women whose lives are most precarious. 
Anti-prostitution feminists, who are as a rule not themselves sex 
workers, maintain the fantasy that there is no choice to be made 
here: that there is a satisfying convergence between the punish- 
ment of men who indulge their patriarchal entitlement and the 
welfare of the worst-off women. In so doing, they forget Max 
Weber’s warning that to do politics is to enter ‘into relations with 
the satanic powers that lurk in every act of violence’.* For sex 
workers themselves, the choice between men’s punishment and 


their own survival is all too clear. 
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Symbolism, of course, matters: patriarchy establishes itself at 
the level of words and signs, not just bodies. But the demands of 
the symbolic can stand in tension with those of the real women 
who must pay their bills, feed their children, and sometimes are 
assaulted by the men to whom they sell sex. When these women 
are assaulted, will they have any recourse — or will they be trapped 
in a closed space with a violent man, a quiet sacrifice in a war of 


symbols? 


P erhaps I am oversimplifying. It is undeniable, I think, that anti- 
prostitution feminists are symbolically invested in the punish- 
ment of sexually entitled men, and that this prevents them from 
acknowledging the choice between punishing the men who buy sex 
and improving conditions for women who sell it. But these femi- 
nists might counter that they are responding to another, equally real 
choice, which proponents of sex workers’ rights ignore: the choice 
between making life better for the women who sell sex now, and 
bringing into existence a world in which sex is no longer bought 
and sold. A few years ago, French anti-prostitution activists success- 
fully campaigned to implement a law that punishes the purchase of 
sex. Asked whether the criminalisation of clients makes prostitutes 
more vulnerable, one of the campaigners said: ‘Of course it will! 
I am not scared to say it. But think of the abolition of slavery, it also 
made life bad for some former slaves. We need to think about the 
future!’? 

In calling themselves ‘abolitionists’, anti-prostitution feminists 
deliberately invoke the historical campaign against slavery. Sex work- 
ers object not only to the assimilation of sex work to the condition 
of chattel slavery, but also to the idea that outlawing sex work, like 
outlawing slavery, is genuinely a step towards its eradication. The 
criminalisation — in part or in full — of sex work has never, in prac- 
tice, got rid of prostitution. Sex work has thrived under every legal 
regime; what has varied are the conditions under which sex is bought 


and sold, and in particular whether clients and workers are subject 
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to the coercive power of the state. So long as women need money to 
pay their bills and feed their children, so long as sex work is better 
than the available alternatives, and so long as women’s subordination 
is eroticised, there will be prostitution. The criminalisation of sex 
work is in this sense a symbolic abolition: a striking out of prostitu- 
tion in the law, but not in reality. In 2018, a Spanish court voided 
the by-laws of a sex workers’ labour union, under intense pressure 
from anti-prostitution feminists, on the grounds that sex work is 
not work. The ruling does not apply to those women who work in 
‘gentlemen’s clubs’ — brothels, that is, almost always operated by 
men. Spanish sex workers who want to work for themselves, and 
not for men, enjoy no labour protections, cannot receive state pen- 
sions or social security, and are routinely fined by the police under 
vague public safety laws. Now they cannot unionise. The motto 
of the Spanish anti-prostitution feminists who led the campaign is 
# SoyAbolicionista. But what exactly have they abolished? 

There is a striking parallel to this dialectic, between those who 
are invested in a symbolic abolition of sex work and those who work 
to improve the immediate lives of sex workers, in the debate about 
an issue on which sex workers and most anti-prostitution feminists 
adamantly agree: abortion. Feminists have long tried to explain 
to opponents of abortion that criminalising it doesn’t reduce the 
number of abortions carried out, but does increase the number of 
women who die from them.” A real movement to abolish abortion 
would presumably involve massive investment in (non-abstinence- 
based) sex education; effective, safe and freely available contracep- 
tion; state-guaranteed parental leave; and universal childcare and 
maternal healthcare. Of course, some opponents of abortion actu- 
ally do want women who seek abortions to die; the former Atlantic 
writer Kevin Williamson commented that he ‘would totally go with 
treating it like any other crime, up to and including hanging’ ." But, 
if most opponents of abortion are to be taken at their word, they are 
concerned not with the punishment of women, but the protection 
of the unborn. Whatever one thinks of the idea that the ‘unborn’ 
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represent a class in need of protection, it is fairly clear that the 
criminalisation of abortion does not serve this end. If so, then we 
can say that anti-abortionists too are engaged in a symbolic politics 
whose aim, however unconscious, isn’t so much to end abortion as 
to have it denounced in the law. 

Would the decriminalisation of sex work fare any better? Not in 
improving the conditions for current sex workers — there the case for 
decriminalisation is clear — but in achieving the outright abolition of sex 
work? After all, in countries where prostitution has been decriminal- 
ised, the size of the sex work industry has not substantially decreased, 
even as conditions for workers in the industry have improved.” 

Smith and Mac argue that the title of ‘abolitionist’ properly 
belongs to the proponents of decriminalisation because, they say, it 
is only through the political recognition of sex workers as workers — 
in need of legal protection rather than censure or salvation — that 
they will be empowered to refuse the sex they don’t want to have.” 
Here Smith and Mac invoke the Marxist feminist Silvia Federici, 
who claimed in the context of the Wages for Housework campaign, 
begun in the early 1970s by Selma James and Mariarosa Dalla Costa, 
that calling something ‘work’ was the first step towards refusing to 
do it.* By forcing the recognition that women’s unwaged repro- 
ductive labour is a necessary precondition of capitalist produc- 
tion, Federici argued, wages for housework would allow women 
to ‘refuse that work as the expression of our nature, and therefore . . . 
refuse precisely the female role that capital has invented for us’." 
The demand for wages disrupts the illusion that domestic labour is 
the natural task of women — an expression of their innate feminin- 
ity — and, in so doing, ‘forces capital to restructure social relations 
in terms more favorable to us and consequently more favorable 
to the unity of the [working] class’. In Women, Race & Class (1981) 
Angela Davis countered Federici and other Wages for Housework 
feminists by arguing that a housework wage might marginally 
improve the lot of working-class women, but only at the cost of 


further entrenching their role as domestic labourers.” ‘Cleaning 
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women, domestic workers, maids, Davis wrote, ‘these are the 
women who know better than anyone else what it means to receive 
wages for housework.’ Wages for housework would not improve 
working-class women’s social standing, Davis said, nor offer them 
‘psychological liberation’.” It would instead ‘further legitimize 
this domestic slavery’ .*” Could wages for housework, Davis asked, 
really be ‘a concrete strategy for women’s liberation?” 

The debate between Federici and Davis, viewed through a wider 
political lens, is over which demands are truly revolutionary and 
which merely reformist — that is, which demands set the ground- 
work for the undoing of a system of domination, and which only 
secure the grip of that system by relieving its most egregious symp- 
toms. Federici sees wages for housework as a revolutionary demand 
because, she says, it would strengthen the hand of women in their 
struggle against both capitalism and sexism, in turn giving them 
more collective control over the processes of social production and 
reproduction. It is a demand, she says, not just for a ‘thing’ (money) 
but moreover for the power to remake social relations. Here 
Federici alludes to Andrée Gorz, who wrote in his essay ‘Reform and 
Revolution’ (1967) that for the reformist 


at stake in the reforming action is merely ‘things’ — wages, public 
amenities, pensions, etc. — which the state is to dispense from on 
high to individuals maintained in their dispersion and impotent 


with respect to the process of production. 


By contrast, for revolutionary socialists, ‘each partial improvement, 
each reform demanded should be articulated into a general pro- 
ject aiming at producing global change’ .?”? Davis, in Gorz’s terms, 
thinks the Wages for Housework campaign is essentially, and merely, 
reformist: by making the oppressive life of the housewife slightly 
more bearable, she says, paying her a wage would buttress both sex- 
ism and capitalism. The truly revolutionary demand, in Davis’s view, 


would be for the ‘abolition of housework as the private responsibility 
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of individual women’: that is, the socialisation of childcare, cooking 
and cleaning,” 

There is an analogous dialectic in the debate over sex work. Both 
anti-prostitution and pro-decriminalisation feminists claim that 
their aim is to overthrow the system that produces sex work: hence 
the wrangling over which side is entitled to call itself ‘abolition- 
ist’. Proponents of decriminalisation like Smith and Mac argue that 
strengthening the labour power of sex workers wouldn’t just make 
their lives more liveable; it would give them more power to demand 
a restructuring of economic and social relations such that they will 
no longer have to sell sex to live. Seen this way, theirs is a revolu- 
tionary politics. As anti-prostitution feminists might see it, though, 
decriminalisation is at best a reformist measure, which marginally 
improves the lives of sex workers while shoring up both patriarchy 
and the neoliberal commodification of sex. 

Who is right?To be honest, it’s hard to know. As Gorz writes, ‘any 
reform whatsoever . . . may be emptied of its revolutionary signifi- 
cance and re-absorbed by capitalism. ** Perhaps the decriminalisa- 
tion of sex work would in the long run, despite the intentions of its 
radical proponents, stabilise the place of sex work within capitalist 
societies. And perhaps, by turning sex workers into workers like any 
other, decriminalisation would vitiate rather than strengthen their 
insurrectionary potential.” Perhaps. Meanwhile, there isn’t much 
reason to think that throwing sex workers and their clients in jail will 
eventually lead to the end of sex work. (It certainly hasn’t done so 
yet.) There is, though, every reason to think that decriminalisation 
makes life better for the women who sell sex. From this perspective, 
to choose criminalisation is to choose the certain immiseration of 
actual women as a putative means to the notional liberation of all 
women. It is a choice that again reveals, deep in the logic of anti- 
prostitution feminism, an investment in symbolic politics. 

But let’s suppose, just for the sake of argument, that we knew for 
a fact a tragic choice had to be made between improving the condi- 


tions of the women who sell sex today, and accelerating a future in 
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which there will be no prostitution. If we really did know this, as 
feminists, how should we proceed?The Combahee River Collective, 
a black lesbian feminist group, explained its political methodology 
in its April 1977 manifesto as follows: 


In the practice of our politics, we do not believe that the end always 
justifies the means. Many reactionary and destructive acts have been 
done in the name of achieving “correct” political goals. As feminists 
we do not want to mess over people in the name of politics.”° 


This basic principle — of not ‘messing over’ people as a means to a 
political end — implies that any choice between improving the lives 
of existing people and holding the line for a better future must be 
settled in favour of the former. Many, perhaps most, anti-prostitu- 
tion feminists simply deny that they face such a choice — insisting, 
fantastically, that criminalisation can secure abolition and help sex 
workers at the same time. But some anti-prostitution feminists no 
doubt think there is a choice to be made, and are prepared to live 
with the immiseration of sex workers if it means gaining the psychic 
satisfaction of punishing men, the symbolic erasure of prostitution 
in the law, and the hastening, or so they imagine, of a world without 
patriarchy. These feminists might not wish to shoot prostitutes as 
patriarchal collaborators. But they are happy, one way or another, 


to mess them over. 


E 2007, the sociologist Elizabeth Bernstein coined the term ‘car- 
ceral feminism’ to describe a politics that looks to the coercive 
power of the state — police, criminal courts, prisons — to achieve 
gender justice.” Over the last fifty years, a carceral response to 
prostitution, domestic violence and rape has become increasingly 
accepted as common sense in most countries. The problem, as the 
particular case of sex work shows, is that carceral ‘solutions’ tend 
to make things worse for the women who are already worst off. 


This is because carceral feminism invites the wielding of the state’s 
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coercive power against the women who suffer most from gendered 
violence — poor women, immigrant women, women of colour, 
low-caste women — as well as the men with whom their lives are 
fatefully entwined. At the same time, the carceral approach fails to 
address those social realities — poverty, racism, caste — that lie at 
the root of most crime, and which make certain groups of women 
particularly susceptible to gendered violence. 

In 2006, Brazil passed the Maria da Penha law, named after a 
woman who had survived repeated beatings and two murder 
attempts by her husband, one of which left her paralysed from the 
waist down; it took twenty years for da Penha to get her husband 
tried and convicted by a Brazilian court. The new law, passed in 
large part because of the campaigning efforts of feminist organi- 
sations, introduced mandatory prison sentences for perpetrators 
of domestic violence, and special courts for the adjudication of 
domestic violence cases. Some Brazilian academics have pointed out 
that the Maria da Penha law has resulted in a drop in the reporting 
of domestic violence. This is not because the new law has decreased 
the incidence of domestic violence. It is because the poor Brazilian 
women who disproportionately suffer from domestic violence no 
longer feel that they can turn to the police for help: they fear their 
partners will be imprisoned under terrible conditions, and worry 
about their ability to run a household alone, in the absence of state 
economic support.”* 

Starting in the 1980s, some US feminists successfully campaigned 
for states to adopt ‘mandatory arrest’ policies, which require the 
police to make an arrest whenever they are called out on a domestic 
violence complaint. As many black and Latina feminists predicted, 
these policies increased the incidence of domestic violence against 
women of colour.” Numerous studies have shown that retaliatory 
violence after arrest is linked with poverty, unemployment and 
drug and alcohol use — factors that disproportionately afflict black 
and Latino communities. ® One 1992 study in Milwaukee found that 
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the mandatory arrest policy reduced the amount of violence per- 
petrated by employed white men while increasing the amount of 
violence perpetrated by unemployed black men: ‘If three times as 
many blacks as whites are arrested in a city like Milwaukee, which 
is a fair approximation, then an across-the-board policy of manda- 
tory arrests prevents 2,504 acts of violence against primarily white 
women at the price of 5,409 acts of violence against primarily black 
women." Indeed, the world over, male joblessness is linked with 
domestic violence against women.” But poor abused women can- 
not, as a rule, turn to the state to employ their husbands, or for the 
money they would need in order to be able to leave them. Instead, 
they can only ask that their husbands be locked up, which many 
are understandably reluctant to do. When these women do call on 
the carceral state for help, they are sometimes directly punished 
themselves. Under mandatory and ‘dual-arrest’ policies in the US, 
women of colour — instead of or as well as their abusers — frequently 
end up arrested.” 


I n 1984, bell hooks wrote about the tendency of the women’s lib- 
eration movement to focus solely on what women could be said 


to have in common: 


Although the impulse towards unity and empathy that informed 
the notion of common oppression was directed at building soli- 
darity, slogans like ‘organize around your own oppression’ pro- 
vided the excuse many privileged women needed to ignore the 
differences between their social status and the status of masses 
of women. It was a mark of race and class privilege . . . that 
middle-class white women were able to make their interests the 
primary focus of the feminist movement and employ a rhetoric 
of commonality that made their condition synonymous with 


€ : 234 
oppression. 
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On its face, the notion of “common oppression’ contains a prom- 
ise of universal women’s solidarity. The rich woman and the poor 
woman, the citizen and the refugee, the white woman and the black 
and brown woman, the high-caste woman and the Dalit woman: all 
women are oppressed on the basis of their sex, and this will be 
the foundation of their empathetic and strategic alliance. But it is 
precisely those forms of harm that are not common to all women — 
those from which some women, by virtue of their wealth, race, 
citizenship status or caste, are insulated — that are the most griev- 
ous to the women who suffer them. A feminism that addresses only 
sexual oppression will pursue strategies that are of little use to 
women whose sex is just one cause of their political predicament. 
To make common oppression your rallying cry, bell hooks points 
out, isn’t just to ignore, but to guarantee, the oppression of the 
worst-off women. 

Carceral approaches to gender justice tend to presuppose a sub- 
ject who is a ‘pure’ case of women’s ‘common oppression’, uncom- 
plicated by such factors as class and race. The belief that a sex 
worker will be helped by the criminalisation of her trade rests on 
the assumption that she has other choices available to her — that it 
is prostitution, rather than, say, poverty or immigration law, that is 
her fundamental problem. Likewise, the belief that incarceration is 
the way to deal with domestic violence does not take into account 
the women whose fates are bound up with the men who perpetrate 
it: the women who are financially dependent on the men who beat 
them, and who have a large stake in how the men in their commu- 
nity are treated by the police, courts or prisons. 

The carceral approach also neglects the more than half a million 
women worldwide who are themselves incarcerated — and subject, 
in prison, to sexual abuse, violence, humiliation, forced sterilisation 
and the loss of their children. In the US, which holds 30 per cent of the 
world’s incarcerated women (by comparison, China has 15 per cent 
and Russia 7.5 per cent), the women’s incarceration rate has grown 


at twice the rate of men’s in recent decades.*° The disproportionate 
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poverty of women means they are less able to bail themselves out 
of pre-trial custody, thus increasing the number of children who are 
separated from their primary caregivers: 80 per cent of women in 
jail in the US are mothers.” In Thailand, the only country whose 
rate of women’s incarceration rivals the rate in the US, 80 per cent 
of women are imprisoned for non-violent, drug-related offences.’ 
In the UK, detainees on hunger strike at Yarl’s Wood, an immigra- 
tion detention centre where women can be held indefinitely, were 
warned by the Home Office that their protest might accelerate 
their deportation. ** The vast majority of incarcerated women the 
world over are poor, undereducated, and have backgrounds involv- 
ing violence. That many mainstream feminists have little to say to 
these women comes as no surprise, implicated as they themselves 


are in the carceral system. 


hen feminists embrace carceral solutions — cops on the 
street, men sent to prison — it gives cover to the governing 
class in its refusal to tackle the deepest causes of most crime: pov- 
erty, racial domination, borders, caste.” These are also the deepest 
causes of women’s inequality, in the sense that it is these forces and 
their corollaries — lack of housing, healthcare, education, childcare, 
decent jobs — that are responsible for the greater part of women’s 
misery. Globally, most women are poor, and most poor people are 
women. This is why feminism understood as the fight against “com- 
mon oppression’ comes apart from a feminism that fights for the 
equality and dignity of all women. A feminism focused on women’s 
common oppression leaves untouched the forces that most immis- 
erate most women, instead seeking gender-equal admission to 
existing structures of inequality. 
The turn towards carceralism is part of a broader shift in empha- 
sis within feminism since the 1970s, away from the transformation of 
socio-economic life towards securing women’s equality in the pre- 


existing structures of capitalism. As Susan Watkins pointed out in 
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New Left Review in 2018, the radical women’s liberationists of the late 
1960s and 1970s in the anglophone world, like their contemporaries 
in social democratic Europe and the decolonising Third World, were 
interested in transforming the social order that produced not only 
gender inequality but also racialised and class-based inequalities. “° 
They demanded universal childcare, healthcare and education; the 
right to reproductive self-determination and the demise of the het- 
eronormative nuclear family; wealth redistribution, union rights, 
wages for unwaged domestic work, and democratic ownership of 
the means of production. In 1974 the New York Radical Feminists 
published Rape: The First Sourcebook for Women. In it they wrote: ‘It 
must be made clear that rape is not a law-and-order issue. Women 
are not demanding castration nor are women demanding capital 
punishment ... We do not want to make rape laws more punitive. *' 
Rape could only be eliminated, they said, through ‘a transformation 
of the family, of the economic system and the psychology of men 
and women so that sexual exploitation’ becomes ‘unimaginable’. 
Rape, they said, ‘is not a reformist but a revolutionary issue’ .”” 

But such transformative demands soon gave way, in the US, to 
what Watkins calls the ‘anti-discrimination’ paradigm, according 
to which the real problem for women was that they did not exist 
on equal terms with men in the workforce — ‘to bring women’, 
as Betty Friedan’s National Organisation for Women put it, ‘into 
full participation in the mainstream of American society’ .*? This 
sort of feminism was, and remains, congenial to the women who 
were already beneficiaries of US capitalism: the rich, largely white 
women who were now freed from the tedium of domesticity to 
become doctors, lawyers, bankers and academics. It was also con- 
genial, as Watkins observes, to the American right, who saw in the 
anti-discrimination paradigm a solution to the so-called “Negro 
problem’ — the public spectacle of an immiserated people clamour- 
ing for racial and economic equality. The ‘problem’, from the right’s 
perspective, was not how to achieve this equality, but how to avoid 


international embarrassment during its fight against communism 
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and anti-colonial insurrection.** By securing access for some black 
men and women to the professional middle class, the Nixon admin- 
istration set about bifurcating the black population. There would be 
one class, in Nixon’s words, of ‘black capitalists’, and a second vast 
black underclass, to be disciplined in the decades ahead by means of 
a series of ‘wars’ — on drugs, on crime, on ‘welfare queens’. (These 
wars — like the ‘war on terrorism’ to come — were also waged on 
immigrants, who were made to bear the blame for white poverty.) 
The strategy was explicitly carceral, and has helped the US achieve 
the largest prison population in the world.“ At the same time, 
the pursuit of ‘anti-discrimination’ feminism from the mid-1970s 
onwards laid bare the division between a newly empowered class 
of largely white professional women, and the class of poor, largely 
non-white and immigrant women who took over the tasks of caring 
for their children and cleaning their houses.*° 

The feminists of the early US women’s liberation movement, like 
European and Third World feminists, had not, on the whole, looked 
to the state’s coercive apparatus for a solution to gendered violence. 
Sceptical of state power, they created and ran their own grassroots 
rape crisis centres, domestic violence shelters and abortion net- 
works.*” But by the 1980s, mainstream feminists had fully embraced 
‘law and order’ as the way to deal with domestic violence, pros- 
titution, pornography and rape. Why the shift? In part it reflected 
broader changes in the US in this period: increasing anxiety about 
violent crime,** together with the taking hold of an individualist ide- 
ology which implied that crime was a personal failing rather than 
a social pathology. In 1984, Ronald Reagan complained that liber- 
als had sold Americans the lie that ‘individual wrongdoing . . . was 
always caused by a lack of material goods, and underprivileged back- 
ground, or poor socio-economic conditions.’ ‘Is it any wonder,’ he 
said, ‘that a new privileged class emerged . . . of repeat offenders 
and career criminals who thought they had the right to victimize 
their fellow citizens with impunity.” In 1989, Donald Trump, then a 
New York City playboy and real-estate mogul, took out full-size ads 
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in four of the city’s newspapers, including the New York Times, calling 
for the execution of the five teenage boys, four black and one Latino, 
falsely accused of raping a woman in Central Park. (These ads, while 
distinctively Trumpian in their bombast and orgiastic celebration of 
state violence, also serve as a reminder that Trump’s politics were 
formed in the context of a broader history of US carceralism.) 

The carceral turn of feminism was in keeping, then, with the 
shifting material and ideological conditions of the postwar US.°° 
But US feminists in this period also actively facilitated the growth 
of the carceral state, whether or not this was their intention.” 
Seeking mainstream legitimacy and access to funding, some femi- 
nists became professional ‘anti-violence’ experts — counsellors, vic- 
tim advocates, project administrators — who, as Beth Richie puts 
it, began to function as apologists for the system rather than agents 
of its transformation.** At the same time, feminist lawyers led the 
way in redefining gendered violence as a problem of law and law 
enforcement. ® In 1976, it was argued in a class action lawsuit, Bruno 
v. Codd, that battered women had a right to police intervention. 
Two years later, feminists participated in the federal Commission 
on Civil Rights hearings on ‘wife abuse’, which laid the ground for 
government anti-battering initiatives, including mandatory arrest 
requirements. In the 1980s, feminists co-operated with Republicans 
to introduce civil legislation against pornographers;™ participated 
in a child sex abuse moral panic that sent innocent day-care work- 


ers to prison;” 


supported the creation of sex offender registries 
that include juveniles;*° and launched a campaign to ‘abolish’ pros- 
titution and sex trafficking through intensified criminalisation.*’ 
In 1994, Bill Clinton signed into law the Violence Against Women 
Act (the bill had been co-sponsored by Senator Joe Biden), which 
provided $1.6 billion for the investigation and prosecution of vio- 
lent crimes against women. US feminists, who had played a crucial 
role in the creation and passage of VAWA, rejoiced. It was part of 
the bipartisan Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, 


which also created sixty new death-penalty offences and got rid of 
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federal funding for prison education programmes. Two years later, 
Clinton made good on his campaign promise to ‘end welfare as we 
know it’, leaving poor women and their children more susceptible 
to violence. ‘Pro-arrest’ laws for domestic violence increased the 
numbers of poor men and women in prison. 

All this took place against a background in which the end of the 
Cold War and the spiralling of Third World debt had ushered in an era 
of US hegemony. ‘Global’ feminism took on a distinctively American 
character.” The ambitions of socialist and anti-colonial feminists to 
create a new world order, in which women’s emancipation would go 
hand in hand with economic justice, gave way to a new priority: to 
bring the world’s women into the global capitalist economy, with 
the US at its helm. Western governments, NGOs and private foun- 
dations invested in women’s education and healthcare, but the most 
important tool in this assimilationist project was microfinance: the 
extension of credit to the poor women of the world. It didn’t register 
that what poor women said they needed was more public provision — 
water, electricity and sanitation. (In 1984 the Indian feminist Devaki 
Jain warned that “Economic development, that magic formula . . . has 
become women’s worst enemy. ) Instead, it was decided that women’s 
empowerment would be achieved through the issuing of small loans at 
20 per cent interest rates by foreign private-sector lenders. Together 
with access to credit, poor women were also given the ‘protection’ of 
the carceral state. The 1995 Beijing Platform, adopted by 189 countries 
at the Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women, listed 
violence against women as one of its twelve critical areas of concern. 
It called on states to enact ‘penal, civil, labour and administrative sanc- 
tions . . . to punish and redress the wrongs done to women and girls 
who are subjected to any form of violence’ and to legislate for ‘the 
prevention of violence and the prosecution of offenders’ .°? 

While the Beijing Platform also encouraged states to take steps 
to eliminate sexist practices and equip women with the means of 
subsistence, global women’s rights activists went on to focus largely 


on carceral solutions to gendered violence. By framing gendered 
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violence as an issue of international human rights, these activists 
also provided cover for western military intervention.” In a radio 
address in November 2001, soon after her husband inaugurated the 
‘war on terror’ by invading Afghanistan, Laura Bush explained that 
‘the fight against terrorism is also a fight for the rights and dignity of 
women. ® She did not mention the historical role of the US in mak- 
ing Afghanistan one of the world’s worst places to be a woman®’ — a 
distinction it retains to this day.“ After decades of foreign military 
intervention, including the US’s longest ever war, economic dev- 
astation has left Afghans more hopeless about their lives than the 
people of any other country on record.“ Women pay a dispro- 
portionate price: 90 per cent of Afghan women have experienced 
domestic abuse, and 80 per cent of suicides are by women.“ 

It is an embarrassment to feminism that decades of improving 
conditions for some of the world’s women in some respects — 
greater legal rights; better representation in tertiary education, elite 
professions, electoral politics and the media; improved access to 
reproductive healthcare; widespread agreement in polite society 
that women are men’s equals; an increased willingness among men 
to question the strictures of gender; the growing acceptance of non- 
hegemonic sexualities — have coincided with an increase across the 
board in other forms of inequality, especially economic inequality. 
I am not suggesting that the improvements in women’s lives are not 
real or hard-won, or that they are a benefit only to rich women. 
They are not. A poor woman in India also needs her husband to 
know he is not entitled to beat her; she must be able to have her day 
in court. She should be able to send her daughter, if she can scrape 
together the fees, to university; and her daughter must be free to 
love whom she wants. But this woman must also have the means to 
ensure her own and her family’s survival: land, water, food, but also 
safety, solidarity, community. The history of US feminism, which 
for some time has been the most globally powerful form of femi- 
nism, is a history of women — some women — wielding, to great 


effect, state power, and ultimately supranational power. But it is also 
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a history of the capitalist state channelling the power of women in 
ways that are conducive to its own sustenance — ways, ultimately, 
that do little to threaten the ruling class. 


he most recent inflection point of American feminism, the 
#MeToo campaign of 2017, gained its motive force from the 
simple fact that all working women, or near enough, have experi- 
enced sexual harassment: lewd remarks, humiliation, groping, sexual 
threats, sabotage. On social media platforms, first in the US and then 
beyond, women recognised their own stories in the testimonies of 
other women. ‘Women come into the movement from the unspeci- 
fied frustration of their own private lives, as Juliet Mitchell put it in 
1971, then ‘find that what they thought was an individual dilemma 
is a social predicament and hence a political problem.’ ® Many men 
looked on and were surprised by what they saw. But almost immedi- 
ately, the limits of ‘Me Too’ as a universal rallying cry began to show. 
The slogan had been pioneered by Tarana Burke, a black anti-violence 
campaigner, more than ten years earlier. Black women resented being 
asked to stand in solidarity with white women when their own pro- 
tests against sexual harassment had been ignored for so long. When 
the actress Rose McGowan had her Twitter account suspended for 
posting about her treatment by Harvey Weinstein, Alyssa Milano and 
other white women called for a women’s boycott of the platform 
with the hashtag #WomenBoycottTwitter. Many high-profile black 
women, including Ava DuVernay and Roxane Gay, accused white 
women of being selective in their concern.® April Reign, a media 
consultant and the woman behind the #OscarsSoWhite hashtag, told 
the NewYork Times: ‘If there is support for Rose McGowan — which is 
great — you need to be consistent across the board. All women stand 
with all women.’ 
But the problem with Me Too as a mass women’s movement isn’t 
just a lack of ‘consistent’ application of concern and outrage across 
racial lines. Its fundamental problem is the presupposition that any 


such movement must be grounded in what women have universally 
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in common. Sexual harassment is a reality for working women. But 
for many women, being sexually harassed is not the worst thing about 
their jobs. There is a profound difference between the situation of a 
wealthy white woman like Rose McGowan, or well-off black women 
like Roxane Gay and Ava DuVernay, and the poor immigrant women 
who clean Hollywood’s bathrooms. When these woman are sexually 
harassed, it only underscores the misery of their low-waged, pre- 
carious work. Thanks to the Hollywood actresses of Me Too, these 
women can now appeal to the Time’s Up Legal Defense Fund to sue 
if they are sexually harassed. But to whom should they turn when 
they need money to escape an abusive partner, or healthcare for a 
sick child, or when immigration comes to ask for their papers?” 
Few if any feminists believe that harassment should be tolerated, that 
employers shouldn’t be sued, or that laws against sexual harassment 
haven't done much to help working women, poor women included.” 
But a feminist politics which sees the punishment of bad men as its 
primary purpose will never be a feminism that liberates all women, 


for it obscures what makes most women unfree. 


he feminists of Me Too appear, on the whole, to have a great 
deal of faith in the coercive powers of the state. They protested 
Brock Turner’s comparatively light sentence for sexual assault, cele- 
brated when the judge in Larry Nassar’s trial seemed to express the 
hope that he might be raped in prison, and crowed when the verdict 
on Harvey Weinstein came in. They champion the move to stricter 
notions of sexual consent both in the law and on university campuses, 
and have denounced critics of these developments as rape apologists. 
It is hard to blame them. For centuries men haven’t only assaulted 
and degraded women, but have used the state’s coercive apparatus to 
enforce their right to do so. Is it not time women got to wield some 
of that same power — to express their outrage and to take revenge? 
Except that once you have started up the carceral machine, 


you cannot pick and choose whom it will mow down. Feminism’s 
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embrace of carceralism, like it or not, gives progressive cover to 
a system whose function is to prevent a political reckoning with 
material inequality.” This is not to say that there are no difficult 
choices to be made. There are poor women who want to see their 
abusive partners in prison, just as there are sex workers who long for 
violent johns to be arrested. Some opponents of carceralism think 
that no one deserves to be punished, that violence must never be 
met with more violence. But feminists need not be saints. They must 
only, I am suggesting, be realists. Perhaps some men deserve to be 
punished. But feminists must ask what it is they set in motion, and 
against whom, when they demand more policing and more prisons.” 


he renewed media attention given to the Black Lives Matter move- 

ment, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder by a Minneapolis 
police officer in May 2020, introduced to many people for the first time 
the idea that the police, and the broader carceral complex of which it 
forms a part, might be radically shrunk or abolished. Calls to“defund the 
police’ have met with bafflement from those, including feminists, who 
cannot imagine a society that isn’t regulated by the violent power of the 
state. Who would enforce law and order, if not the police? The assump- 
tion here is that, broadly speaking, the police and prisons do serve law 
and order: that such things as extrajudicial executions, false imprison- 
ment, forced hysterectomies and sexual violence are the exception and 
not, in the treatment of some people, the rule. And there are some, of 
course, who believe in any case that law and order properly consists in 
the unjust treatment of poor people, people of colour and immigrants — 
that these people either deserve no better, or that their mistreatment is 
a reasonable price to pay for an orderly society. 

The question — ‘If not the police, then who?’ — also betrays a 
misunderstanding of the abolitionist tradition. For most abolition- 
ist thinkers — most notably, among the feminists in this tradition, 
Angela Davis and Ruth Wilson Gilmore — the proposal is not, need- 
less to say, that the angry energies of those who are made to exist 
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on society’s margins should be simply let loose. Abolitionists see that 
carceral practices substitute control for provision: that “criminalisa- 
tion and cages’ serve as ‘catchall solutions to social problems’. As 
Davis wrote in June 1971, sitting in a Marin County jail awaiting trial 
on charges of helping to arm black activists, ‘the necessity to resort 
to such repression is reflective of profound social crisis, of systemic 
disintegration.’ What if, rather than relying on police and prisons to 
manage the symptoms of social crisis, that crisis were met head-on? 
As the legal academic James Forman Jr. puts it, abolitionism asks us to 
‘imagine a world without prisons, and then . . . work to try to build 
that world’.”° What would that take? It would involve the decrim- 
inalisation of activity, like drug use and sex work, whose criminalisa- 
tion is known to exacerbate rather than reduce violence.” It would 
involve a restructuring of economic relations such that crimes of sur- 
vival — food theft, border-crossing, homelessness — were unnecessary. 
(George Floyd was killed after using a counterfeit bill to buy cigar- 
ettes. He had recently lost his job.) It would involve putting in place 
the social and political arrangements to meet the needs that, when 
they go unfulfilled, produce interpersonal violence: public housing, 
healthcare, education and childcare; decent jobs in democratically 
organised workplaces; guaranteed basic income; local democratic 
control of community spending and priorities; spaces for leisure, play 
and social gathering; clean air and water. And it would involve creat- 
ing a justice system that, wherever possible, sought repair and recon- 
ciliation. Abolition, Gilmore explains, ‘isn’t just absence . . . abolition 
is a fleshly and material presence of social life lived differently.’ 

The abolitionist tradition sees that carceralism works as a cover for 
the deprivations of racial capitalism, and that a transformation in our 
social and economic relations would at least partly undermine the 
rationale and need for the carceral state. Implicit in the call to “defund 
the police’, then, is the demand for a massive redistribution of wealth 
and power from the rich to the poor. Like the radical feminists of the 
early women’s liberation movement, the activists and organisers of 


the Movement for Black Lives have little interest in finding a place 
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in a system built on someone else’s terms. (Though it is true that 
the same cannot be said of many of their ‘allies’..) The movement’s 
2016 manifesto, ‘A Vision for Black Lives’, lists six demands, including 
divestment from carceral institutions and investment in education and 
health, together with ‘economic justice for all and a reconstruction of 
the economy to ensure our communities have collective ownership, 
not merely access’. Here the manifesto echoes Fred Hampton, the 
Black Panther assassinated by the police and FBI in 1969: “We don’t 
think you fight fire with fire best, we think you fight fire with water 
best . . .We say we’re not going to fight capitalism with black capital- 
ism, but we are going to fight it with socialism.” 

So the Movement for Black Lives is not, as some critics on the 
left — most notably the Marxist political theorist Adolph Reed — 
have claimed, a movement that simply seeks black people’s inclu- 
sion in the reigning capitalist order, with its few lucky winners and 
outsized population of losers.*° Reed rightly objects to an anti- 
discrimination approach to racism, which doesn’t seek genuine 
equality but, as he and Walter Benn Michaels put it, ‘proportional 
inequality’:*' that is, the proportional representation of people of 
colour at every level of an unequal economic system. Reed isn’t 
wrong that anti-racism, like feminism, can and often does come in 
a form that is congenial to capitalism. Capitalism, historically, has 
depended, in different ways, on the creation of hierarchies based 
on race, caste and gender — allowing, to take just one example, the 
exploited white male worker to be subdued with reassurances of his 
superiority to his wife and to his black fellow workers. But capital- 
ism is also well served by the logic of anti-discrimination. Sexist, 
racist and anti-immigrant discrimination disrupt the smooth func- 
tioning of meritocracy, potentially depriving capital of the most 
talented workers. Anti-discrimination measures increase the eff- 
ciency of the labour market, leaving its underlying logic — that some 
people must sell their labour to survive — untouched. Following the 
murder of George Floyd, the CEOs of Google, Amazon, Twitter 


and Nike all called on their employees to honour ‘Juneteenth’: the 
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commemoration on 19 June of the end of US slavery. Jeff Bezos, 
the CEO of Amazon, encouraged his employees to cancel all their 
meetings for the day — which didn’t do much for the Amazon 
warehouse workers who go without bathroom breaks and incur 
repetitive strain injuries as they labour under the constant threat of 
algorithmic censure. 

Reed and other left critics of ‘identity politics’ tend to think 
that proportional inequality is the best that anti-racist politics can 
aspire to.*? If that’s right, the US — and other racially stratified soci- 
eties too — may be doomed. For the historical absence of a mass 
working-class movement in the US has plausibly much to do with 
white racism and nativism, themselves a historical product of class 
antagonism.*? As W. E. B. Du Bois put it in Black Reconstruction in 
America (1935), white racial supremacy has served as a ‘compensa- 
tion’ for the immiseration that capitalism brings on white work- 
ers, precluding the possibility of working-class solidarity across the 
colour line.* It is no doubt true that a working-class movement in 
the US cannot succeed by alienating poor white people, still less by 
treating them as objects of contempt. But it is truer still that such a 
movement cannot succeed without speaking to — indeed, unless it 
emerges from — the increasing proportion of the working class that 
is not white or native-born — the growing number of people, that is, 
whose lives are directly devastated by the entanglement of capital- 
ism, racism and xenophobia.** This is not just because these people 
increasingly are the working class, and that for them the force of 
‘class’ is experientially inseparable from the workings of ‘race’ .*° 
It is because their lives, in their greater devastation, contain within 
them the demand for the most revolutionary change. 

Theorists like Reed think this dilemma can be resolved, not by cre- 
ating a multiracial and pro-immigrant working-class politics, but by 
focusing on the ‘common oppression’ of all poor Americans — namely, 
their exploitation under capitalism, narrowly understood. But, as bell 
hooks said of white feminism, this approach threatens not just to cover 


up but to perpetuate the oppression of the worst-off. What’s more, to 
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the extent that a psychic investment in whiteness and ‘native’ status 
plays a role in the antipathy of poor whites towards immigrant work- 
ers and workers of colour — as recent events in the US and UK suggest 
it does — the delayed confrontation with racism and xenophobia guar- 
antees misery for poor whites as well.*” In a letter to Angela Davis as 
she sat in jail in 1970, James Baldwin lamented that 


only a handful of the millions of people in this vast place are 
aware that the fate intended for you . . . is a fate which is about 
to engulf them, too. White lives, for the forces which rule in this 
country, are no more sacred than Black ones . . . the American 
delusion is not only that their brothers all are white but that the 
whites are all their brothers.*® 


The question, therefore, is not: “Can the anti-racist movement 
ever be sufficiently anti-capitalist?’ Instead, we should ask: “Can a 
working-class movement afford not to be anti-racist?’ 

So too with the relationship between feminism and anti- 
capitalism. Marxist feminists of the 1970s pointed out that capit- 
alism rested on the unwaged labour of women in the household. 
Working-class women, they observed, not only birthed, clothed 
and fed male workers, but also soothed their egos, absorbed their 
frustrations and created homes that offered them some respite from 
alienated labour.® Increasingly, in advanced capitalist countries, 
women’s work, the work of social care (cleaning, nursing, feed- 
ing, child-rearing, teaching the young, tending to the old), is now 
bought and sold. Low-waged women are becoming the face of the 
new working class, and they are at the heart of its most hopeful 
protests.” The Covid-19 pandemic has given a stark demonstration 
of how the patriarchal ideology of the self-sufficient nuclear family 
entraps not only women but men in lives that are deemed, in that 
contradiction of contemporary capitalism, at once ‘essential’ and 
disposable.” It has made clear to many what certain feminists have 


long insisted: that the work of social reproduction must be the work 
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of society. The question isn’t whether feminism can be a working- 
class movement, but whether a working-class movement can afford 
to be anything but feminist. 

To say that a working-class movement must be feminist and 
anti-racist is not to deny that capital is able to co-opt, and indeed 
has co-opted, feminist and anti-racist energies. It would be a mis- 
take to underestimate the genius of capital: its ability to repurpose 
and reconstitute itself in accordance with cultural shifts. The same is 
true, after all, of even ‘purely’ anti-capitalist demands, like univer- 
sal basic income: a proposal that has been advanced by many social- 
ists but appeals to Silicon Valley billionaires who see it as a means 
of quieting resistance to the tech-abetted erosion of decently paid, 
middle-skilled jobs.” In 1973, the Notting Hill Women’s Liberation 
Workshop Group explained that a statement of demands delivered by 
Selma James the year before — including wages for housework, equal 
pay and community-controlled nurseries — was ‘not a statement of 
what we want, finally, to have’. These demands, they said, did not 
constitute ‘a plan for an ideal society’, and a society that satisfied them 
would not thereby ‘cease to be oppressive’. Rather, the demands were 
simply meant to act as ‘a force against what capital wants and for what 
we want’. For ‘ultimately the only demand which is not co-optable is 
the armed population demanding the end of capitalism.’ There is no 
settling in advance on a political programme that is immune to co- 
option, or that is guaranteed to be revolutionary rather than reform- 
ist. You can only see what happens, then plot your next move. This 
requires being prepared — strategically and emotionally — to abandon 
ways of thinking and acting to which you may have become deeply 
attached. In that sense, nostalgia is a barrier to any truly emancipatory 
politics. This is as true in feminism as anything else. 


ut what about the rapists? 
This is the objection on which the critique of carceralism 
is supposed to crucially founder. Surely the example of the rapist 


shows us, if nothing else does, that abolitionism is unworkably 
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utopian. How can a feminist criticise patriarchal practices of pun- 
ishment while demanding that the rapist be tried, convicted and 
locked up? 

Some opponents of carceralism answer this challenge by insisting 
that sexual assault is a product of social problems that can be solved 
through the application of non-carceral forms of state power, most 
obviously the radical democratisation of the economy and political 
decision-making. But this makes the mistake of reducing patriar- 
chal oppression to economic and political oppression. Sexual vio- 
lence is indeed partly a function of those things: racial domination, 
economic inequality and deficits in democracy are all predictors 
for high rates of sexual assault.”* In particular, crises of masculin- 
ity, precipitated by de-industrialisation and wage depression, make 
women particularly susceptible to sexual violence. But the reasons 
underemployed and hopeless men turn their aggression on women 
are not exhausted by economic forces: there are dimensions of gen- 
der relations that pre-exist our current economic arrangements. So 
long as the critique of capital is made in terms of economic rela- 
tions alone, it will never fully account for, or remedy, sexual vio- 
lence. A full critique of capital must see gendered subordination 
as an essential aspect of the broader capitalist system — economic, 
yes, but also social, ecological, psychic and so on — that is its proper 
t5 


object.” Otherwise, an anti-capitalist politics threatens to abandon 


women to civil society, which has for them, as Catharine MacKinnon 
aptly put it, ‘more closely resembled a state of nature’.”° 

But what about the rapists? The question is sometimes played as a 
trump card. But in fact it’s a question about which abolitionist femi- 
nists have plenty to say. They begin by asking: which rapists? In the 
US, after excessive force, sexual misconduct is the most common 
complaint brought against cops. Between 2005 and 2013, 405 police 
officers were arrested for forcible rape, and 219 for forcible sod- 
omy.” In England and Wales, there were 1,500 accusations of sexual 
misconduct against police officers between 2012 and 2018.”* When, 
in March 2021, a police officer was charged with the kidnapping and 
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murder of a young British woman, the UK government responded 
by announcing that plainclothes police officers would begin patrol- 
ling bars and clubs at closing time, as part of an initiative called 
‘Project Vigilance’. In India in 2014, a woman was gang-raped by 
four police officers; she had gone to the police station to seek her 
husband’s release.” Theorists and practitioners of feminist abo- 
litionism — often poor women of colour — are building, in vari- 
ous places, democratic, community-based institutions to manage 
interpersonal violence, including sexual violence, without turning 
to the coercive apparatus of the state. They seek new ways of hold- 
ing men accountable, insisting at the same time that men not use 
their treatment at the hands of the state as an excuse for their own 
violence. ® These projects, for their various successes, have proved 
gruelling, calling on precisely the women most susceptible to gen- 
dered violence to create the institutions that will be needed to end 
it. If they were supported by a different form of state power — not 
carceral, but socialist — such projects would no doubt be far easier. 
Guaranteed income, housing and childcare would free the world’s 
poor women to think about how to make their communities safer 
and more just — how to teach their sons and brothers and partners 
what it means to live on equal terms with women and girls. But it 
would be gruelling work nonetheless, asking women to do what the 
law has not and, in my view, cannot: transform the most basic terms 


of engagement between women and men. 


here is a paradox in powerlessness. Collectivised, articulated 

and represented, powerlessness can become powerful. This 
is not in itself a bad thing. But with new power comes new dif- 
ficulties and new responsibilities. This is especially true for those 
whose acquisition of power rests on their ethical authority: on their 
promise to bring into being something new and better. Feminists 
need not abjure power — it is, in any case, too late for that — but 
they must make plans for what to do when they have it. Too often, 
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feminists with power have denied their own entanglement with vio- 
lence, acting as if there were no hard choices to be made: between 
helping some and harming others, between symbolism and efficacy, 
between punishment and liberation. 

It is often the case that those with power are the ones least cap- 
able of seeing how it should be wielded. But this needn’t be, for 
feminists at least, a cause for despair. Feminism is a movement. In it 
there have always been, always are, those for whom power remains 
elusive — those who have still not won, those for whom winning so 
far means surviving. It is these women, at the sharp end of power, to 
whom the rest of us must turn, and then, turning, follow. 
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